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ABSTRACT
THE ROLE OF EMPATHIC HUMOR
IN COUNTERACTING BURNOUT AND PROMOTING RENEWAL:
THE DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION
OF A PERSONAL GROWTH WORKSHOP
SEPTEMBER 1989
JULIANN J. MARTINEZ, M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor Alfred S. Alschuler

This dissertation represents the first known attempt to combine the properties
of empathy and humor and to examine the short-term effects of an Empathic Humor
Workshop on counteracting burnout and promoting personal renewal.

Burnout represents the negative physical and psychological responses to
stress when environmental demands are perceived as more than can be handled.
Conversely, renewal represents positive physical and psychological responses to
stress.

Empathy, the temporary identification with others through the sharing of

thoughts, feelings, or situations, is an effective communications tool and the basis for
pro-social behavior.

Recent studies suggest that the immune system is enhanced

when people engage in pro-social behavior.

Humor involves the sudden, pleasant

psychological shift that occurs when the funny or ludicrous aspects of situations are
recognized. The benefits of the healing power of humor and laughter have been welldocumented.

Because of the extensive overlap and complementarity within the

benefits of humor and empathy in the physiological, psychological and social domains,
the synergistic benefits have great

potential in promoting overall wellness and

correspond to the new field of mind-body healing—psychoneuroimmunology (PNI).
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premise is that recognizing and sharing those universal similarities promotes caring
and connectedness, which may help us more easily accept each other’s differences.
Empathic humor interactions can enhance personal growth by increasing participants’
self and other acceptance and tolerance through the learnings they take away from
each other. An Empathic Humor Workshop is an interactive and participatory psychoeducational intervention designed to promote stress reduction and to increase selfconcept and interpersonal connectedness.
The study which examined the impact of an Empathic Humor Workshop on
counteracting burnout and promoting renewal was conducted with a total of 81
subjects between the ages of 19 and 63.

A pre-test and

post-test (The Alschuler-

Martinez Personal Perception Inventory of Burnout and Renewal-PP\-BOAR) and an
evaluation questionnaire made up of open-ended questions were administered to
ascertain the impact of the workshop on

five of the stress-reducing strategies

advocated by Alschuler (1980).
Results of the study showed a significant increase in overall renewal scores as
well as in physical, emotional, and mental well-being. The four main themes which
emerged from the responses to the open-ended questions corresponded to the

characteristics of renewal:

1) improved feelings about others; 2) increased physical

energy and vitality, 3) improved feelings about the self; and 4) improved coping ability.
Workshop design elements which proved to be most effective were those
which

encouraged connectedness and self-esteem enhancement through laughter,

play, self-disclosure, trust, and personal sharing.

The overall study results suggest

that the multi-faceted benefits of empathic humor and Empathic Humor Workshops
may have positive ramifications for many areas of overall wellness.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Humor is essential to any smoothly functioning system of
interaction, to any healthy person, and to any viable
group. Humor is, in the last analysis, no joke.
Dr. Gary Alan Fine

In order for empathy to occur, self-boundaries must be
flexible. We keep our uniqueness and yet see the
similarities between ourselves and others.
Judith Jordan, Ph.D.

Candid Camera is not a freak show. We appeal to what
is universal in human nature. It works when we are
essentially laughing at ourselves and our weaknesses,
and when it plays up our ability to endure those
weaknesses and still get on with the business of life.
Allen Funt

Sometimes you’re confronted with a situation that can
seem overwhelming at first. How it turns out is solely
determined by how you respond. And how you respond
is a reflection of how strongly you believe in yourself.
Anonymous

How strongly you believe in yourself was the theme of the magazine
advertisement from which the last quote above was taken.

It accompanied a

photograph of a huge lion staring menacingly through the bars of his cage at a little boy
of about five years old—who stood his ground and stared back. The theme:
character is revealed when you come face to face with adversity.”

“True

Dealing with

adversity is never easy; but there are ways to handle it in a positive way.

Humor

helps you get over the rough spots, while empathy helps you connect with others to
lighten the load. This is a good beginning.
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Purpose

The mam purpose of this dissertation is to introduce the theory of Empathic
Humor and to show how it can benefit overall wellness.

The design and

implementation of an Empathic Humor Workshop will also be presented to making an
initial assessment as to whether empathic humor used within psycho-educational
interventions can help counteract burnout and promote renewal.

The workshop’s

immediate effects on participants’ levels of burnout and renewal and on their physical,
emotional, and mental well-being were assessed through the use of pre- and post¬
tests and an evaluation questionnaire.
As far as can be determined, empathy and humor have never before been
combined nor empirically tested as an educational intervention

Separate

investigations into humor and empathy revealed overlapping and complementary
benefits regarding overall wellness. The expectation, therefore, is that the whole of
empathic humor will have greater effects than the sum of its parts.

Definition of Terms

Empathy is the temporary identification with another through the sharing of
his/her feelings, thoughts or situations which result in a better understanding of the
other and of oneself. Empathy is considered a serious communications tool, and the
basis for pro-social or altruistic behavior. Recent empirical studies add that altruistic
behavior benefits the immune system.

Humor is an overall concept involving a

sudden, pleasant psychological shift, resulting from recognizing the funny or ludicrous
aspects of situations.

Scientists now know that the benefits of humor and laughter

impact not only the immune system, but all aspects of overall wellness.

Empathic

Humor, then, is based on the sudden, pleasant psychological shift resulting from the
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recognition of the funny or ludicrous aspects of everyday life that we have in common
with others.

Sharing similar thoughts, feelings or situations often results in a better

understanding, tolerance, and acceptance of others and of ourselves.

The basic

premise of empathic humor is that recognizing the similarities that we share with
others may help make their differences easier to accept.

An Empathic Humor

Workshop is a humanistic education intervention designed to help people experience

empathic humor, become aware of its benefits, more easily connect with each other in
a non-threatening way, and enhance self-concept. Participants work in groups, dyads,
and triads, and take part in non-competitive play, music, song, and exercises in self¬
disclosure.

The facilitator’s presentation includes lectures, story-telling, and

spontaneous interaction with the participants
Stress occurs when stressors are perceived as being more difficult than can be

handled (Alschuler, 1980).

When stress occurs, it triggers the General Adaptation

Syndrome (Selye, 1976): which includes: 1) a physiological response (the “fight or
flight” response),

2)

a variety of coping mechanisms, which, depending on their

success or failure, result in movement toward either burnout or renewal. Burnout, a
syndrome of progressively negative physical and psychological symptoms caused by
stress, includes the following characteristics:
2) emotional fatigue or pessimism,
4) physical fatigue or exhaustion.

1)

increased distancing from others,

3) attitude shift toward the cynical, and,

Renewal, represents the restoration of healthy

psychological responses with characteristics opposite from those of burnout:
1)

decreased distancing and a willingness to reach out to others, 2) emotional energy

or optimism, 3) attitude shift toward the hopeful, and, 4) increased physical energy,
vitality, and stamina.
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Statement of the Problem
Stress is a condition of existence. It is a significant factor in accidents, illness,
lost days of work, lowered productivity and physical and mental breakdowns.
Extreme stress and the inability to cope with it often leads to burnout, especially in
the helping professions. Burnout, however, is not limited to professional life, but can
also exist in varying degrees in some aspects of everyday life. It is clear, then, that
new ways to reduce burnout and promote renewal can be beneficial to both
professional and personal enrichment.
Since burnout has been defined as a syndrome of progressively negative
physical and psychological symptoms caused by stress; then, renewal is the
restoration of healthy psychological responses and increased physical energy and
stamina.
Though a wealth of literature exists on burnout and its prevention, neither
humor nor empathy have ever before been the focus of burnout interventions.
However, ongoing humor research continues to reveal its positive impact on the
psychological, physiological and social causes of stress. While empathic behavior has
always been considered a means towards connectedness and understanding, new
evidence shows a correlation between empathy and psychological and physical well¬
being. In spite of all this evidence, however, virtually nothing has been documented
empirically showing either the combined benefits of empathy and humor, nor the
impact of empathic humor on burnout and renewal.
By helping to reduce burnout and promote renewal, empathic humor may
contribute to overall survival.

For example, the physiological benefits of empathic

humor include stress and pain reduction and enhancement of the immune system.
Psychologically, empathic humor can be used as a coping mechanism and as a means
towards increasing self esteem and insight. In the area of social interaction, empathic

4

humor increases communication, connectedness and acceptance of others.

These

benefits usually occur as a natural consequence of the idiosyncratic uses of empathic
humor.
In addition to defining what empathic humor is and how it works, this
dissertation will also show how it can be promoted and will document some of its
short-term effects on reducing stress and burnout and increasing renewal.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Hunwr

The topic of humor is an elusive entity which scholars from many disciplines
have tried to understand and describe from as far back as the 17th Century (Moody,
1978). However, because humor is often assumed to be a frivolous topic undeserving
of academic consideration, behavioral scientists studied it from 1902-1972 from a
strictly theoretical point of view with little empirical grounding.

A possible

explanation for the lack of open discussion of the sense of humor may be found in
Allport’s

(in

Moody)

“tenderness

taboo’’

theory.

Allport

suggested

that

academicians are more comfortable investigating negative mental states and emotions
like hostility, aggression, anger and depression than they are studying positive ones,
like love, elation, understanding, and humor.
In 1972, the publication of The Psychology of Humor (Goldstein & McGhee)
led to renewed curiosity about humor and increased application of empirical methods in
subsequent humor studies (McGhee & Goldstein, 1983). The book was considered a
milestone (Eysenck, 1972, in Goldstein & McGhee) in the development of research on
humor because it offered investigators the opportunity to study humor outside of a
psychoanalytic framework. This resulted in a highly diverse theoretical and empirical
examination of the humor process and opened new avenues of research-some of
which will be further developed in this dissertation.
In 1983, McGhee and Goldstein again collaborated as editors of the twovolume Handbook of Humor Research.

In order to liberate theorists and basic

researchers from premature and unwarranted generalizations, these volumes focused
on specific issues within the broad area of humor, laughter, and comedy.
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Based on

this book and subsequent research, I will: 1) define the nature of humor, 2) outline
humor development, and 3) review the benefits of humor.

The Nature of Humor
The

brier patch of terminology” used to define humor gleaned from theoretical

papers by Keith-Spiegel (1972) includes many labels often used interchangeably with
“humor” and with each other. The following are some adjectives used to characterize
humorous matters: funny, laughable, witty, silly, derisive, cheerful, amusing, comical,

droll, nonsensical, ridiculous, merry, inane , and corny. Characterizations of people
and their mode of humorous behavior and abilities have included such labels as:

comedian, comic, wit, humorist, practical joker. Those who lack a humorous mode of
behavior or abilities have been described as humorless, dullard, solemn, sober,

colorless. Keith-Spiegel concludes: “little has been done to set [these labels] all up
together in one tidy theoretical household (p 14).”
Goldstein and McGhee point out that because of the existence of so many
humor theories, no single definition is acceptable to all humor investigators.

Despite

the enormous energy expended in the past to define the phenomena, Keith-Spiegel (in
Goldstein and McGhee, 1972) concluded that the precise meaning of humor varies
among psychologists depending upon their theoretical orientation and the purpose of
their research:
And though we continue to use the word ‘humor’ as if we
understood its meaning...the definitions offered are
almost as many as the theories themselves, and still we
are unsure of the complete dimensions of the concept.
(p. 14)

Despite subsequent careful empirical research, there is still no agreement on
how humor should be defined, nor on how humor appreciation or comprehension should
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be determined. McGhee and Goldstein (1983) concede, “If we’ve learned anything
from the study of humor it is that oversimplified, global explanations are inadequate to
the task” (p. vu, Vol. I). I agree that previous attempts to attain a single definition of
humor have been inadequate.

After reviewing some of the existing definitions of

laughter and humor, I will present my own definition as it relates to the purpose of this
dissertation.

Laughter
Laughter for survival is an artifact of human evolutionary development and can
be traced back to the time our ancestors lived in caves and the act of baring the teeth
was used to challenge or threaten an enemy.

Since the time of Plato, philosophers,

writers, and humorists have proposed a multitude of theories surrounding this
intriguing and complex phenomenon. Even the physical components of laughter have
been described in a myriad of ways. Charles Darwin (1872, in Goldstein & McGhee,
1972) wrote: “During excessive laughter the whole body is often thrown backward
and shakes, or is almost convulsed; respiration is much disturbed, the head and face
become engorged with blood, and the veins distended...(p. 213).” In 1900, Dearborn’s
more scientific description of the smile and laugh included such physiological
phenomena such as diaphragm spasms, facial muscle contractions, elevated eyelids,
puckered “canthi” (the skin at the junction of the upper and lower eyelids), dilated
nostrils, slightly extended tongues, distended cheeks, and lower jaw vibrations.

Also

included in the physical description were the throwing back of the head and trunk, and
the “fatigue pain” that occurs in the diaphragm and accessory abdominal muscles
(p. 17, in Goldstein & McGhee, 1972).
Ziv (1984) takes the description of laughter beyond its physical attributes and
suggests that the physiological, social, emotional, and intellectual aspects of laughter
cover the entire area of psychology.

Researchers have divided laughter into the
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following three categories: 1) Cosmic Laughter: an appreciation of the paradoxes and
absurdities of life (Olson, in Mazer, 1981) where one sees himself and others in the
world in a somewhat detached and distant way (Moody, 1978).

Moody believes a

person who possesses cosmic laughter has the ability to perceive life comically
without losing any love or respect for himself or humanity in general; 2) Connecting

Laughter: that which promotes unity in people, i.e., laughing with as opposed to 3)
Disconnecting Laughter, that which tends to separate people, i.e., laughing at others.
Joel Goodman (1983) classifies “laughing with" situations as “put ups," and
“laughing at" situations as “put downs"

Goodman also points out that “humor is

laughter made from pain-not pain inflicted by laughter (p. 12).”

For example,

laughing at someone who falls and drops his belongings all over the floor is laughing at
another’s pain and embarrassment—a put down.

According to Goodman, laughing at

someone keeps one detached from the situation. Conversely, laughing with someone
entails involvement and might even lead to an empathic act, such as helping the
person up and collecting the dropped belongings from the floor. The helper might even
say something like, “I did the same thing the other day. I know just how you feel.”
Humor and laughter are not synonymous.

It is sometimes difficult to

distinguish between the terms humor and laughter because the humor experience is
often (but not always) accompanied by laughter.

While laughter is most often

described as the overt expression of humor—a sign that a person has experienced
something funny—the issue remains cloudy because laughter does not always
accompany humor.

For instance, laughter can be a reaction not only to amusement,

but to any sort of emotional state, as in the case of nervous laughter (Keith-Spiegel,
1972, in Goldstein & McGhee). Furthermore, a person can be amused, yet not laugh.
Some examples of non-humorous laughter include: 1) that which results from tickling
or playing;

2) laughter used as a defense mechanism; and, 3) the victorious “ha ha!”

which occurs after winning a game or contest (Monroe, 1951, in Keith-Spiegel). In the
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context of this dissertation, the term “laughter” will be used when it refers
specifically to the physical act of laughing, while the term “humor” will be used to
denote situations which may or may not include accompanying laughter.

Morreairs Comprehensive Humor Theory
In 1983, John Morreall (1983) created a new humor theory in an attempt to
move beyond piecemeal studies of various small aspects of laughter and humor to a
general account of them and how they fit into human life.

Morreall’s comprehensive

humor theory attempts to pinpoint the essence of three already existing ones:
Superiority, Incongruity, and Relief.

Superiority Humor
The theory of superiority humor asserts that we humans derive pleasure from
seeing ourselves as better off than others.
back as Plato and Aristotle.

Laughter as a form of derision goes as far

Hobbes (1939, in Morreall) believed the human race was

a collection of individuals in constant struggle with one another.

When winning that

struggle, laughter expresses “a sudden glory arising from some conception of some
eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our own
formerly (in Morreall, 1983, p. 5).”
One consequence of superiority humor is that type of laughter which serves as
a social corrective to get wrongdoers back into line.

Henri Bergson’s theory

(1899/1975 in Ziv, 1984) is based on humor’s role in reforming aspects of social
phenomena.

He called humor our “unavowed intention to humiliate and consequently

to correct our neighbour” (p. 26, in Morreall).

Bergson’s theory

presupposes that a

person or institution that serves as an object of laughter will take care in future not to
repeat the behavior that has evoked punishment” (p. 39, in Ziv).

Laughter therapist

Annette Goodheart (1985) adds that “the majority of society's laughter is ridicule.
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used to keep people who are different in line.” Another form of superiority humor is
laughing at our own past foibles, which Cornett (1986) believes comes from the ability
to look back now and feel superior over what we did then.

Morreall’s description of

“self-congratulatory” laughter is similar to this.
There are many varieties of superiority laughter:

feelings of superiority over

people, situations, or things which are primarily affective in their focus on self-glory.
However, because cases of humorous and non-humorous laughter exist that do not
involve feelings of superiority, Morreall concludes that this theory could not be
considered a comprehensive one.

Incongruity Humor
Aristotle was the first to hint at an incongruity humor theory. Though he never
developed it further, subsequent versions were later delineated by Schopenhauer,
Beattie, and Kant (Morreall, 1983). Simply put, incongruity humor is an intellectual
reaction to something unexpected, illogical, or in some way inappropriate. Incongruity
humor shifts from the primarily affective side to the cognitive or thinking side with
objects or ideas as its focus. Called a “flip-flopping process” by Cornett (1986, p. 29),
incongruity humor involves two conflicting sets of rules or two frames of reference. A
classic example comes from humor consultant/facilitator Matt Weinstein (1985), who
suggests the following outrageous behavior for stretching one’s humor capacity:

Go

to the fruit section of the supermarket, take a banana out of its peel and replace it with
a hot dog, then close up the peel, and leave it there for some unsuspecting shopper to
find.

This is an example of incongruity humor, not only because of its incongruous

elements, but also because of the resulting surprise.

Similarly, Morreall relates a

story of finding a bowling ball in his refrigerator (p. 11). Because a bowlmg ball is out
of place in a refrigerator, this, too, is an example of incongruity humor.
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Not all incongruities evoke laughter, however.
distressing makes laughing at it unlikely.

An incongruity that is

For example, Morreall notes that he would

not have laughed had there been a cobra in his refrigerator instead of a bowling ball.
While the bowling had a humorous tone, a cobra, though incongruous, would not have
evoked laughter because it represented danger. Because not all incongruities provoke
laughter, and because many cases of laughter do not involve incongruity, Morreall
asserts that incongruity alone cannot stand as a general theory of laughter.

Relief Humor
Just as in the superiority and incongruity humor theories, more than one
version of the relief theory exists.

Basically, it focuses on laughter’s physical form

and biological function. One popular conception centers on the physiological domain
and suggests that laughter serves to reduce built-up energy or tension.

In 1860,

Spencer (in Morreall) proposed that laughter worked as a “safety valve” to relieve
excess energy in the nervous system. Within the psychological domain, Freud argued
(1905, in Morreall) that laughter releases excessive “psychic energy” ordinarily used
to suppress our sexual and aggressive thoughts and feelings. Similarly, Bain (1875. in
Morreall) described laughter’s role in helping one to break free of psychological
constraints. In line with this premise, Morreall offers two examples of how relief fits
into laughter situations:

1) either the person comes into the situation with nervous

energy that is to be released;

or, 2) the laughter situation itself may be the cause of

the build-up of nervous energy, as well as its release.

Since laughter situations

sometimes involve a release of nervous energy, Morreall concludes that neither the
simple relief theory nor Freud’s complex relief theory can stand alone as
comprehensive theories of laughter.
According to Morreall, the essence of each of these three humor theories
involves a “pleasant psychological shift.” More specifically, he states that all humor
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is predicated on:

1) a change in the psychological state, which may be primarily

cognitive and/or affective;

2) this psychological “shift” must be sudden, i.e., in order

to laugh, the change must catch us off guard so that we cannot smoothly adjust to
what we are experiencing; and,

3) the psychological shift must be pleasant.

The

“pleasant” component addresses the good feelings which accompany the enjoyment
of superiority or self-glory, the amusement caused by some incongruity, and the
release of pent-up energy, which makes us laugh.

Thus, for the purposes of this

dissertation, humor is defined as an overall concept involving a sudden, pleasant
psychological shift, resulting from recognizing the funny or ludicrous aspects of
situations.

The Sense of Humor
For most of us, it is not very difficult to differentiate between those who have a
great sense of humor and those who have no sense of humor at all; but what exactly
does “sense of humor” mean?

As in other humor categories, the term “sense of

humor” means different things to different people.

A good sense of humor has been

described as a playful sense of those out-of-proportion contrasts we call incongruities
(Overstreet, in Baughman, 1974) and the ability to laugh at the things ones loves,
including oneself, while still loving them (Meredith, in Allport, 1961). Consistent with
Morreall’s definition, I will use the sense of humor to describe the readiness for a
sudden, pleasant psychological shift, or the ability to recognize the funny or ludicrous
aspects of situations.
Moody (1978), however, believes the term “sense of humor” has a number of
different, though interrelated meanings. To clarify them, he created six sense of humor
categories covering a spectrum from “egocentric” at one end, to “more universal” at
the other.
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Moodv's Sense of Humor Cnt^m-ip*

(1) The “He-Realizes-How Funny-I-Am”
to laugh whenever I want him/her to.

Sense.

I can get a person

(2) The Conventional Sense. A person laughs not necessarily at me, but
rather at the same kinds of things that I appreciate as being funny. Or,
even more universally, people laugh fairly easily at the same kinds of
things as other people who are members of their culture, sub-culture, or
society.
(3) The
“Life-of-the-Party” Sense. A person with an excellent
repertoire of good jokes or funny stories who is skilled at repeating them
for the amusement of others. In this sense, he is able to make others,
including me, laugh at these stories or antics.
(4) The Creative Sense. A person whose creativity manifests itself in the
production of new, original humorous remarks, stories, jokes, plays, etc.
Professional comedy writers have this talent to a more conspicuous degree
than most, but people with this talent are obviously found in all walks of
life.
(5) The “Good Sport” Sense. A person who can “take a joke” or “laugh
at himself,” or “enjoy a joke at one’s own expense” and doesn’t blow up
or become overtly defensive or hostile when someone else “kids” him.
(6) The “Comic Perspective” Sense. People with “a good sense of
humor” can see themselves and others in the world in a somewhat distant
and detached way. Viewing life from an altered perspective from which
they can laugh, they remain in contact and emotionally involved with
others and events in a positive way. Such people have the ability to
perceive life comically without losing any love or respect for themselves or
humanity in general.

Moody’s sense of humor categories include both humor appreciators and humor
producers.

The appreciator/producer distinction has been made by others, including

O’Connell (1977), Kulman (in Sluder, 1986), and Goodman (1983). To differentiate,
one either invents humor or responds to it.

Sluder suggests that most people are

probably better at appreciating and enjoying humor than they are at creating it
themselves.

Whether or not this is true, it appears that the sense of humor can be

defined as a sensitivity to and readiness for humor stimuli. Opinions differ, however,
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as to whether this readiness is inherited or can be developed. This question will be
further explored in the following section.

Sense of Humor Development
In addressing the biological, instinctive, and evolutionary aspects of laughter
and humor, early theorists commonly held that laughter and humor potentials were
“built-in” and served some utilitarian purpose. Hellyar (1927, in Keith-Spiegel)
believed that the “humor sense” could not be strengthened through intellectual effort
or achieved at all without the existence of an appropriate inborn temperament. This
nature vs. nurture controversy among theorists is also shared by some experts in the
field of comedy.

For example, humorist Steve Allen (1982) asserts that an innate

humor capability is a “cultural myth.”

He suggests that each of us is bom with a

ceiling-floor range for any quality, attribute, or skill and claims that what we do in our
lives influences where within that range we end up. According to Allen, it is never too
late to develop a sense of humor even if you believe you may have “missed the boat”
(Goodman, 1984). Goodman agrees and believes if you look for humor, it will find you.
Norman Lear, creator of the popular television program, “All in the Family,”
takes the opposite side of the nature/nurture argument, claiming that the sense of
humor is a natural instinct.

Using himself as an example, he contends that his own

creative process in writing humor comes from “the gut”:
...my belly tells me...I know it’s right...some where the
message is clear. I can’t really think about it too hard. It
would destroy what’s necessary in entertainment to
think too much about what I’m writing, (in Fry & Allen,
1975, p. 36)

Lear contends that specific rules about writing humor

or anything else

are

often detrimental to the creative process: “Anybody bom with instincts can get m
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trouble with...any set of rules” (p. 35, in Fry & Allen).

He does concede, however,

that people without the natural instinct “maybe can use the rules,” so it appears that
in part, his thinking concurs with the Steve Allen “ceiling/floor” analogy.

The Personality of Comics
Because of the diversity of comic profiles, no one has been able to define a
“comic personality” entity, though some specific themes have been isolated.
However, on the average, comedians discover that they are funny and can make
people laugh rather early in life. Another common theme to emerge involves unusual
parental expectations regarding responsibility.

As children, comics were typically

called upon to take on adult duties, like earning money early to provide partial support
for their parents, and taking care of their siblings.

Basically, they were given the

message to grow up fast, and were denied the normal dependency and privileges that
usually go with being a child. In addition, based on their study of the comic personality,
Fisher and Fisher (1983) have concluded that comics have a

“preoccupation with

morality and a sense of obligation to do good...observed both in their consciously
enunciated values and in the projective fantasies (p. 47).”
In addition, a study of stand-up comics showed them to be higher than average
in dominance, social ambition, aggression, self-confidence, impulsivity, and verbal
fluency; more outspoken, self-centered, self-accepting, and inclined to individual
achievement.

Many

comics

described

themselves

as

particularly

flexible,

psychologically minded, and more interested in feminine values.

The Nature via Nurture Theory and Humor
Those on either side of the nature/nurture argument will be interested in recent
findings from a 10-year research project at the University of Minnesota. The ongoing
study of 350 pairs of twins raised apart and together indicates that certain personality
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traits evolve from an interaction of the forces of nature and nurture as opposed to one

or the other. Preliminary findings disclosed significant genetic influence across a broad
range of personality characteristics (50%-60%) previously thought to be far-removed
from genetics, such as the capacity for leadership, imaginative experiences, stress
vulnerability, and willingness to take risks (Begley, et al., 1987).
The basic tenet of this theory holds that genetic influence on the brain can
produce a whole spectrum of different behaviors which control the kinds of
environments individuals seek, which in turn influence their personalities. In this way
genes would have an indirect effect, as well as a direct one-a sort of nature via
nurture.

For example, while there is no gene for criminality, there may be one for

certain behavior which, in the wrong setting, produces criminal actions.

Similarly,

there is a possibility that specific genes make some people more sensitive to their
environment.

If that is the case, perhaps a set of genes exists which predisposes

some people to become more sensitive to environmental humor stimuli. I submit that
this new evidence about the relationship between inborn traits and environmental
development may account for the differences in sense of humor quotients. This may
also offer support to the theory that the elusive “timing” of comics—which appears to
be inborn—actually is, and continues to evolve in accordance with the nature via
nature hypothesis.

Seeking support for my hypothesis,

I wrote to Dr. Thomas J.

Bouchard, Jr., the Director of the Minnesota Center for Twin and Adoption Research,
asking if the study uncovered any specific information regarding genetic influence on
the sense of humor. His reply:
I would argue on the basis of working with twins reared
apart for the last 10 years that sense of humor shows as
much of a genetic effect as all the other traits, but alas we
do not have the data.
(Bouchard, T.J., personal
communication, 1988)
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Regardless of the nature vs. nurture arguments about the sense of humor,
certain recognizable features are apparent in the types of humor children use at
different ages. Tooper (1984) reports that normal infants begin to display laughter as
a response to a variety of situations between the ages of two- to five-months.

Their

laughter appears to be reflexive in nature and can be found even in infants bom deaf
and blind. By the age of four months, infants laugh an average of once an hour, while a
4-year old may laugh as much as every four minutes (Brody, 1983).
From his work with elementary students and divergent thinking, Robert Valett
(1981) of California State University at Fresno has delineated developmental stages
of the sense of humor, which comprise early childhood through adulthood.

Valett’s Sense of Humor Stages

(1) Early

Childhood “Giggling Prankster” stage •• Ages 1-5:
“Dennis the Menace” type of personality. Characterized by spasmodic
laughter and enjoyment of doing mischievous tricks, this stage usually
occurs during pre-school years.
Example:

When Suzie opened the box, a big paper
snake jumped out and hit her on the nose.

(2) Middle Childhood “Foolish Comic” Stage — Ages 6-9:
“Goofy”
and “Donald Duck” types of personalities.
Children in this stage
frequently do silly and nonsensible things and enjoy “playing around.”
The basic thinking experiences of this stage, which most often occurs
during primary school years, involve establishing concrete (physical)
relationships and classifications.
Example:

The clown put his head in the lion’s mouth.

(3) Late Childhood “Puzzling Riddler” Stage - Ages 9-12: “Lucy”
and “Charlie Brown” types of personalities who struggle with perplexing
questions and problems and come up with ingenious answers. In this fun
and games” stage, the basic thinking processes are engaged in
comprehending beginning abstractions and analogies.
Example:

Why do birds fly south? Because it’s too far to walk.
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(4) Early Adolescent uPunning
Wit” Stage -- Ages 12-15Characterized by the “Cathy” type cartoon personality-the young woman
in a constant struggle to assert her independence while shrugging through
the maze of life. In this stage, which takes place on an intermediate school
level, “playing with words” is popular and diverse meanings between
words and ideas are perceived and implied.
Example:

Cy: Do you like my new bathing suit?
I got it for a ridiculous figure.
Vi: You certainly did!

(5) ‘‘Satirical Critic” Stage—Adolescence through Adulthood: This
stage is characterized by “Doonesbury” and Herblock political cartoonists
who use humor and ridicule to expose folly and to laugh at one”s own
mistakes. This form of humor develops during and after secondary school
years and involves hypothetical-deductive reasoning and judgment. It is
typified by “tongue-in-cheek” biting forms of humor, such as:
Example:

Clem: I hear fish is good brain food.
Lem: Yep, I eat it all the time.
Clem: Another theory disproved!

Though Valett’s stages are not gender specific, there are those who believe
that differences do exist in the way men and women respond to humor stimuli.

Gender Differences in Humor
Comic Joan Rivers complains that women stand-up comics think they have to
do “women’s humor,” a style traditionally labeled “self-deprecatory” (Collier &
Beckett, 1980), about husbands, housework and unhappiness with their appearance.
Rivers believes no such category exists.

“I have fights all the time about this.

If

something is funny, it’s funny (p. 7).” She does admit, however, that women do relate
more to her style of humor than men do.

For this reason, she refuses to play to all

male audiences.

When I’ve had [all] male audiences I’ve bombed. You
need women to relate to because the men relate to you
through the women they are with, and then they go
forward. (Rivers, in Collier & Beckett, 1980, p. 8)
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Actress Penny Marshall, who starred in the TV sitcom “Laveme & Shirley”,
points out some difficulties the female stars had with the program’s male writers:

Sometimes when guys are writing you run into a problem.
They just don’t understand how women would act and
feel...they don’t know what you’re talking about, they
don’t understand what goes on inside. Sometimes they
write things and we say, ‘A girl would never do
this.’(p. 173 in Collier & Beckett, 1980)

The issue appears to focus not on the content of the humor, but rather how
each sex relates to the content.

These differences in male and female responses to

humor may correspond to the differences in the way men and women negotiate their
intimacy, as outlined in Carol Gilligan’s (1985) developmental theory.

According to

Gilligan, sex-role expectations are responsible for men negotiating intimacy through
autonomy and women negotiating their intimacy through connectedness.

These

differences in communication styles may account in some way for perceived differences
in the style and content of male and female comedy and the audiences’ responses to
them.

Unlearning and Relearning to Laugh
Within the controversy and numerous theories surrounding sense of humor
development lies a general consensus that social learning plays an important role.
What people laugh at, when they laugh, and how much they laugh, seems to be
primarily the effect of reinforcement and modeling (McGhee, 1983). According to the
Laughter Project (1984), most people are bom with the capacity to laugh, but as they
mature, many learn to laugh less.
discourage laughter.

From childhood, we hear societal messages which

Reprimands such as “wipe that smile off your face,

this is

serious,” or “that’s not something you laugh at” teach children from an early age that
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laughter is undignified and disruptive, except at appropriate places and times.
Inappropriate laughter, like laughing in church, has built-in consequences (being
scolded or stared at) which effectively teach that laughter is incompatible with

the

serious things in life, like dignity and intelligence. The few socially acceptable outlets
for laughter—comedies, cartoons and jokes—limit acceptable laughter to entertainment,
triviality and or frivolity.
Because how one laughs, when one laughs and what one laughs about could
possibly be interpreted as communicating a negative message, people are often
inhibited from laughing in social contexts where laughter might be seen as a sign of
disrespect or immaturity. In a society which appears to reward seriousness, laughing
involves a risk. Laughing at times or at things that others consider inappropriate sets
one up for ridicule and harassment, often from individuals who are themselves unable
to laugh. To the degree that a sense of humor is socially learned, not inherited, it can
be unlearned and relearned (The Laughter Project, 1984).
Those who are relearning to laugh may be self-conscious about the way they
laugh or what they laugh at.

It is important to understand that individual differences

are normal, and yet, these differences make it difficult to establish mles regarding
when to laugh and what to laugh at. According to the Laughter Project, relearning to
laugh requires:

1) establishing for oneself what is appropriate to laugh at,

2) developing one’s own style of laughter and sense of humor.

Regardless of

individual differences, there is a common ground from which each of us can begin:

Relearning to laugh involves coming to an understanding
that most of what happens in life is not so serious that it
cannot be laughed about. It also means learning to laugh
at
the
single
thing
most people
take
too
seriously ...themselves. (The Laughter Project, 1984,
p. 12)
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and

The Laughter Project offers two ideas to counter-balance the risk of laughing.
First, keep in mind that if someone is willing to laugh, others will most likely laugh,
too. Since laughter is contagious, one person’s laughter can trigger another’s. This, in
turn, fuels more laughter without anyone’s needing to know what the laughter is
about.

Secondly, most people enjoy being around people who laugh.

However,

because it takes time and practice to change old attitudes and behaviors which inhibit
laughter, McGhee (1983) suggests bringing about desired change by taking small
steps with small risks.
Much of the humor literature is consistent in its advice that increasing humor
and laughter takes practice.

Nationally-known humor expert Joel Goodman (1983)

posits that each of us is endowed with a set of specific tools and attitudes that can be
intentionally called upon to make humor.

He asserts that a person who seems

spontaneously humorous and natural within a given situation has actually done
behind-the-scenes homework to sharpen those tools.

He calls this concept the

“prepared flexibility principle” (in Crabbs & Goodman, 1986, p. 108), and asserts that
the more you use humor, the more you will have it. In order to seize opportunities to
be humorous, however, one must first be able to recognize them. Goodman contends
that the human condition is inherently funny and suggests that even the more serious
moments in life can, paradoxically, have comical sides to them. Goodman believes the
reason people often miss the humor that is literally staring them in the face is because
they either look beyond it, or are plagued by tunnel vision. Developing “comic vision
(p. 109) necessitates looking for the humor in everyday life. As an example, I offer a
story from my own family. After a serious car accident, one of my aunts was rushed
by ambulance to a hospital emergency room.

While the doctors crowded around to

check the extent of her injuries, it became clear that her biggest concern had more to
do with her clothing than her bruises as she confided to the nurse, “Thank God I’m
wearing my new underwear.”
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Taking time to observe the silly or absurd things that occur in everyday life not
only helps us increase our humor awareness, but reminds us, as Steve Allen
observed, that “nothing is quite as funny as the unintended humor of reality (in
Goodman, 1983, p. 10).”
Paying attention to good models is another way of increasing “comic vision.”
People who find it difficult to spot the “unintended humor of reality” can get some
pointers from the professionals in stand-up comedy. Comics have a way of looking at
the world in a somewhat lopsided way, lampooning what the rest of us quietly accept
as “the way things are,”

rejecting “those sacred cows that stand in their way by

rendering them absurd (p. 14, in Boms, 1987).” In addition, Chamey asserts that the
true goal of comic creativity is comic purgation~the cleansing of “the demons of daily
life...a necessary mode of self-preservation and survival” (p. 39, in Goldstein &
McGhee, 1972).

Humor in Education
Though seemingly a world apart from stand-up comics, teachers, too, can serve
as role models for increasing “comic vision” if they are flexible enough to incorporate
the humor of everyday situations into their curriculum designs. Valett (1981) argues
that the teacher’s personality is the most important tool for developing a student’s
sense of humor and contends that a teacher’s willingness to accept divergent thoughts
and to play with words and ideas are essential to learning. While education has been
traditionally seen as a serious undertaking, teachers should be open, accessible, and
appreciative of humor and its potential for helping their pupils to grow and learn more
effectively (Wandersee, 1982). In Freedom To Learn , Carl Rogers (1983) stated that
a sense of humor is an essential quality of a teacher’s role as a facilitator of learning.
He equated the sense of humor with being real or genuine-an attribute he considered
one of the most important qualities or attitudes of a teacher.
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Much of the teaching profession holds onto the inaccurate conviction that
humor and learning are two opposing concepts which should not be integrated.
Though literature addressing the use of humor to enhance learning has increased
(Cornett, 1986; Goodman, 1983; Baughman, 1974), the issue of teachers’ personal
feelings about humor are only minimally addressed. I believe that some teachers have
difficulty even thinking about using humor in the classroom because of an inherent
assumption by many that humor is frivolous and, therefore, so must be the person who
uses it (J. H. Goldstein, personal communication, April, 1984). Credibility becomes an
issue, as does the fear of losing control.

For many teachers, the very idea of using

humor in the classroom provokes high anxiety. I see evidence of this every time I lead
an in-service training for teachers on humor awareness.

Sometimes the playfulness

aspect of my workshop design makes them uncomfortable. The discomfort eventually
subsides, however, when it becomes clear that playfulness and learning can co-exist
comfortably and can also be an important learning tool.

This is not to say that all

teachers are stuffy—in fact, many of them are far from it and use humor well. However,
I do believe that discomfort around using humor in the classroom gets in everyone’s
way, but there are approaches which can help change that.

For instance. The

Laughter Project (1984) suggests that those who program with humor will be more
successful if they first come to terms with their own attitudes, feelings, and values
about it.
This is not to suggest that humor is always an appropriate learning tool, but
only that the willingness to be open to it has positive ramifications.

An example of

this is a story Joel Goodman tells about an experience a teacher had with her
potentially unruly class. One day, the students decided to play a trick on the teacher.
The plan was for all of them, at a pre-arranged signal, to simultaneously slide a
textbook off their desk tops and onto the floor. While the teacher was writing on the
board and had her back to the students, the signal was given and all the books hit the
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floor with a loud crash.

Without missing a beat, the teacher turned around, knocked

her own book to the floor, and said, “Sorry, I was late.” The students laughed, the
lesson continued, and no time was lost, nor discipline necessary.

An added bonus

was that the students saw their teaching as a human being with a sense of humor.
Thus, when appropriately used, laughter in the classroom does have its place. In fact,
it has been suggested that the physical act of laughing actually facilitates learning
because it oxygenates the brain (Goodman, 1986).
Zillman and Bryant (1983, in McGhee & Goldstein) report that conscious use
of humor can now be found on all levels of education, from grade school to graduate
school. Some believe that the use of humor in educational television can be distracting
unless it directly relates to and is well integrated with the educational message
(Lesser, 1974). This concept applies to classroom learning as well.

According to

Zillman and Bryant, a study using manipulated videotapes of related, unrelated, partly
related, and partly unrelated humor for college undergraduates indicated that when the
humor was relevant to the items to be learned, information acquisition and retention
were affected in a positive way.

Ziv’s (1982) research, too, has shown that

appropriately-used humor can enhance learning and creativity and maximize memory.
However, evidence regarding the effects of humor on tension release and improved
exam performance is inconsistent (Zillman & Bryant).

There are other important

advantages of humor so consistent with the goals of learning beyond the classroom,
that developing a sense of humor could be considered one of the “basics.”

The

benefits of humor and laughter also encompass the physiological, psychological, and
sociological domains. The next section will examine each of these areas in detail.
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Humor

Benefits

He who laughs, lasts.
Petersen, in Baughman, 1974

Physiological

Benefits

Robinson (1983, in McGhee & Goldstein) points out that because laughter
involves extensive physical activity , its results can be compared to physical exercise.
Fry’s comprehensive research (1969, 1971, 1977a,b, 1979, quoted in Robinson)
includes the physiological effects of laughter on “heart rate, oxygen saturation levels
of peripheral blood and respiratory phenomena (p. 118).” Fry also found that both the
arousal and cathartic physical effects of humor parallel the psychological. He believes
that humor provides an emotional and physical “safety valve.” “Rage is the opposite
of laughter. Laughter diminishes skeletal muscle tone and conforms to appeasement
behavior so that the body as well is less able to function aggressively (Fry, 1977a, as
quoted by Robinson, 1983, in McGhee & Goldstein).”
In order to more clearly understand this integration of the physiological and
psychological effects of laughter, it is first necessary to examine the mind-body
phenomenon with regard to the body’s ability to heal itself.
Findings published as a recent Newsweek cover story (Cowley, et al., 1988)
support the theory that emotions are capable of making us sick or well. That is, one s
immune system can be altered by one’s psychological state.

This concept has in the

past provoked scorn and disbelief from within the medical community, and much
skepticism still prevails.

However, a growing number of physicians now agree that

the field holds great potential. Psychiatrist Steven Locke (in Cowley, et al.) calls the
mind-body movement the “third revolution” in Western medicine and ranks it
alongside the beginning of surgery and the discovery of penicillin.
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The science of

mental healing is a founding principle in many Eastern traditions and “goes back
approximately 5,000 years in India (Chopra, in Cowley, et al., p. 90).”

In modem

medicine, the mind-body interaction has been suspected for many years and is
responsible for a new hybrid discipline called psychoneuroimmunology, or PNI.
Psychologist Robert Ader, co-founder of the accidental discovery that spawned the
field, no longer considers this breakthrough surprising:
It was inconceivable that the two major agencies of
defense, the immune and nervous systems, would
operate independently with no information about the
other, (p. 91, in Gelman & Hager, 1988)

In the late 1970s scientists traced direct neurological pathways between the
brain and the immune system. Subsequent research indicates that chemicals produced
by the immune system feed information back to the brain, similar to the way the
brain’s neurotransmitters signal the immune system.

Scientists believe this immune-

brain connection contains “functional pathways” (in Gelman & Hager, 1988, p. 91),
which are joined in a feedback loop within which the brain and immune system
influence each other.

I submit that humor and laughter also affect this mind/body

“feedback loop” because they influence both the brain and the immune system. It has
been suggested that laughter activates the immune system’s thymus gland, causing it
to release lymphocites into the disease-fighting T-cells found in our bone marrow,
which attack parasitic invaders (Goodheart, 1983).
Ongoing studies have provided evidence indicating that endorphins, called
nature’s painkiller, may be released during laughter
1985).

(Goodheart, 1983; Wemstem,

Goodheart points out that during laughter the respiratory system gets a

healthy physical workout, and she believes that blood pressure can be permanently
lowered by increasing daily doses of laughter. The Laughter Project (1984) suggests
that relaxation is the body’s answer to stress reduction and equates the effects of
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laughter on bodily action to physical exercise. Their research indicates that laughter is
an arousal experience which:

1) leads to an increase in respiratory activity and

oxygen exchange; 2) leads to an increase in muscular activity; 3) stimulates the
cardiovascular system; 4) fires the sympathetic nervous system; and, 5) stimulates
the production of endorphins and/or encephalins (morphine-like pain-killing properties
released by the brain).

Laughter Project researchers believe this arousal is followed

by a state of relaxation where respiration rate, heart rate, muscle tension, and blood
pressure are generally reduced to pre-laughter levels.

In addition, they point out that

the effects of laughter on musculature cause a decrease in muscle tension and possible
loss of muscle control.

For instance, during intense laughter some people fall out of

their chairs, roll over, and, in some cases, even wet their pants (“lose control of the
ability to regulate urination,” p. 5).

Because it is difficult to stay angry or stressed

when one’s muscles are relaxed, and the physical act of laughing helps reduce stress.
It is still unclear, however, how long this stress reduction lasts and what its nets
effects are.
Robinson reports that Fry (1979) believes the value of humor to physical
health also includes the prevention of heart disease, cerebral vascular accidents,
cancer, depression, and other stress-related conditions.
Norman Cousins, former editor of Atlantic Monthly , believes laughter saved
his life.

In his book, Anatomy of an Illness , Cousins described how humor and

laughter were used to treat the potentially fatal degenerative arthritic condition which
attacked the connective tissue of his spine.

After watching old films of The Three

Stooges and Candid Camera as a way to get his mind off his disease, Cousins was
surprised to find that twenty minutes of hearty laughter gave him two hours of painfree and drug-free sleep.

Based on this serendipitous discovery, his doctor

incorporated scheduled uses of humor and laughter into his daily medical regimen,
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which also resulted in the lowering of Cousins’ sedimentation rate and a decrease in
his paralysis (Robinson, 1983, in McGhee & Goldstein).
Though Cousins was subsequentally cured, he is quick to point out that humor
as a healing property is only one part of a multi-attitudinal concept:
I want to be sure that everyone understands we’re also
speaking about hope and faith and love and creativity and
the will to live. They all go together. We can’t isolate
just one and just superimpose a ha-ha on your emotions.
(on Donahue, 1983)

Cousins’ story is one example of the positive effects of harnessing the energy
and healing power of humor to help sick patients get well, advocated by Dr. Raymond
Moody (1978), in his book Laugh After Laugh.

Dr. Moody also reports that a

colleague of his who specializes in geriatric medicine observed that the personality
characteristic shared by almost every one of his very healthy elderly patients was a
good sense of humor. While Moody is careful to avoid drawing any final conclusions
from such unscientific observation, he does point out that the mental attitude reflected
in a lively sense of humor appears to be an important factor in predisposing some
people toward long life.
Bushnell and Scheff (1979, as quoted in Robinson, 1983, in McGhee &
Goldstein) believe that the physiologic relaxation and reduction of muscle tension
resulting from hearty laughter is support for a catharsis theory of laughter.

Dr.

Annette Goodheart agrees and, from her work in re-evaluation counseling, has created
a theoretical framework for understanding the healing properties of laughter when it is
used as a cathartic response. Goodheart contends that the four basic emotions—grief,
anger, fear, and boredom-can be handled in one of two ways.

A person can either

1) move those emotions out through catharsis (discharge); or, 2) keep them in as
negative feelings. Goodheart believes that allowing grief, anger, fear, and boredom to
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be let out through visible signs of catharsis like laughing or crying promotes healing.
Additionally, she contends that keeping them in can result in emotional disorders like
depression, hostility, anxiety, and apathy, illustrate that laughter’s impact extends
beyond the physiological domain into the psychological.

Psychological

Benefits

One of earliest psychology textbooks, Anatomy of Melancholy, written in the
17th Century by Burton (in Moody, 1978), quotes many scholars supporting laughter
as a therapeutic measure and a cure for melancholy.

However, the benefits of humor

and laughter go far beyond curing melancholy in their influence on psychological
growth.
It has been suggested that the comic spirit which enables us to laugh is a basic
necessity for personal growth and optimal social functioning.

Additionally, a well-

developed sense of humor—the ability to enjoy what is funny and to laugh at
ourselves—is considered a sign of personal adjustment, self-esteem, and individuation
(Grotjahn, 1970; O’Connell, 1960); and, a characteristic of a fully functioning and
mature person (Sluder, 1986; Allport, 1961). The lack of a sense of humor has been
called a symptom of basic personality maldevelopment, immaturity, and deficiency,
while the inability to laugh has been correlated with low self-esteem, low morale
(Siporin, 1984), and impaired psychological health (Berlyn, 1969, in Robinson, 1983).
As summarized by Turek (1983), “the greater range of appreciation for humor, the
healthier person you would be both physically and psychologically. ’
Following is an examination of how incorporating humor and laughter into
one’s life can enhance self-insight, self-acceptance, and offer a wider range of choices
to help one cope with the difficulties of everyday existence.
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Self-Insight, Self-Acceptance, and Coping
People often feel anxious and helpless in the face of uncontrollable experiences.
Blank, et al., (1983) propose that responsiveness to humor is a mechanism for
reducing anxiety. They further posit that learning to laugh in response to a threat or
stress may allow a person to recapture feelings of effectiveness and control while
alleviating attendant anxieties. Results of a study examining the emotional aftermath
of failure revealed that experience with unsolvable problems depresses affect, while a
humorous exercise designed to raise affect may alleviate the effects of a brief
experience of failure (Trice, 1985). Blank, et al., report that humor has been shown to
facilitate insight and enhance ego strength by promoting a sense of mastery and
realistic perceptions. A comic spirit and perspective has liberating possibilities,
enabling one to reconcile and accept paradoxical opposites and polarities:
To the degree that one is awakened, one is free to laugh
in the deepest and most joyous sense--to laugh even in
the face of the misfortunes of life and the inevitability of
death...humor means freedom. (Hyers, 1974, p. 173)

I submit that laughing in the face of misfortune also includes the ability to
laugh at ourselves, not in a way which diminishes our sense of worth, but as a way
1) to accept our imperfections, 2) to appreciate our efforts to do our best, and, 3) to
let go of impossible expectations. Laughing at ourselves also allows us to let go of
things we can’t control and, paradoxically, gives us control of ourselves.
Psychologist Eda LeShan (1982) believes the best humorists laugh hardest at
themselves, are very secure, and have a high level of self-confidence,

otherwise

they couldn’t laugh at themselves (p. 44).”
Holding oneself up to ridicule is the essence of “self-disparaging” humor.
According to Ziv (1984), the central psychological characteristic shared by selfdisparaging humorists is their ability to be open enough toward themselves to know
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and accept not only all their positive and negative personality complexities, but their
weak and absurd ones as well. Ziv posits the following three motives for using self¬
disparaging humor:

(1) As a Defense Mechanism.
Laughing at one’s own weaknesses
prevents others from laughing at them. Ziv believes that self-disparaging
humor is likely to arouse help and encouragement for the person who has
shared this weakness.
(2) To Achieve Appreciation. In being aware that the personal trait being
ridiculed is also present to some extent in others, humorists gives the
listener an opportunity not only to identify with them, but also to recognize
that someone else has this trait and can even laugh about it. Ziv believes
that those who can confront and laugh at the weaknesses that exist in all
of us can win sympathy, appreciation, and even love.
(3) As a Coping Mechanism. When used in this way, self-deprecating
humor allows a person “to grapple actively with the fear that his
weaknesses arouse in him,” with an attitude of, “If it’s funny, I guess it
can’t be so bad (Ziv, 1984, p. 63).”

Henry Ward Beecher (in Baughman, 1974) compared a person without a sense
of humor to a wagon without springs—both, he said, are jolted by every pebble in the
road. The sense of humor, called the springs of life, is probably one of the most useful
ways to cope with disappointment and pain in a playful way (Eastman, 1936).

In

addition, Maslow (1965) hypothesized that behavioral acts like coping mechanisms
are psychologically important because they contribute directly to the satisfaction of the
basic needs, like self-esteem and self-actualization. Turek (1983) claims that people
who score low on sense of humor tests are usually extremely anxiety ridden:
If we have no anxiety or far too much anxiety about
something, we won’t laugh at it. It s best to be in
between those two poles. If we have a little bit of
anxiety about something, then we can find it riotously
funny, (p. 4)
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Peter and Dana (1982) believe that laughing out loud at life is one of the first
ways of getting through it.

Poking fun at something uncomfortable makes it less

scary: “Taking things seriously can grab you by the throat; laughing at them can help
you let them go (Turek, 1983, p. 17).” For instance, gallows humor “grows out of a
tragic situation in which an oppressed group attempts to transform their misery by
poking fun at their oppressors” (Fine, 1983, p. 173).

Fine believes gallows humor

builds confidence and performs a cohesive role by making all the group members
aware of the fact that they are all in the same situation. A classic example of gallows
humor appears on the popular television program M*A*S*H (Mobil Army Surgical
Hospital), whose scripts included seemingly macabre references to the unending
death and dying of the Korean War. However, Turek explains that doctors and nurses
use sick jokes as a way of transcending the terrible anxiety of situations they cannot
control in order to better cope with them.
Humor relieves anxiety by creating a distance between the difficult situation
and the person experiencing it.

Taking a humorous view or attitude of an

unchangeable situation offers a way to step back from it and to recognize the lack of
personal control, offering objectivity in the way we see ourselves (Morreall, 1983).
Morreall believes that having only a serious attitude toward something without
leaving any room for treating it lightly gives it the power to make demands on us.
Conversely, he points out that a humorous attitude can give us distance from a
problem’s practical aspects and makes room for a playful feeling toward the situation.
Along with this comes a feeling of control and a freedom to enjoy the incongruities
surrounding the difficulty.
In traditional Jewish humor, jokes are told by Jews about Jews, though not
always in a favorable light. Goldstein (1976) suggests that what may be at work here
is a process of differentiation.

He posits the possibility that laughmg at derogatory

jokes about one’s own group may be an indication that those jokes deal with either a
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subclass of the group’s members, or a part of ourselves we don’t like. This gives the
person laughing an opportunity to say “I’m not like that anymore,” and is one way of
using humor to distance from difficult situations. Comedian Jerry Lewis contends that
Blacks and Jews possess the greatest sense of humor because they have been using
it for centuries as a safety valve to make life more bearable against prejudice (in
Baughman, 1974).
Taken to excess, however, humor can be counter-productive (Goodman, 1987;
Turek, 1983). Those who laugh all the time, at nearly everything, make it difficult for
anyone to get close to them. Because some people use excessive laughter as way to
protect themselves against being hurt, Goodheart (1985) suggests that their friends
and families should “let them know you love them even when they’re not laughing.”
Turek points out that using humor to excess, or not at all, are extremes which should
not be encouraged. She contends that middle-ground humor is most effective.
While humor can be used to distance, it can also be used to connect. The
following sub-section will examine some ways in which humor can benefit social
situations.

Social

Benefits

Humor is essential to any smoothly functioning system of
interaction, to any healthy person, and to any viable
group. Humor is, in the last analysis, no joke.
Dr. Gary Alan Fine, in Goodman, 1983

Martin Buber’s notion that “man is inextricably bound up in man” (1958, in
Stanford & Roark, 1974, p. 39) speaks to a universal connectedness which I believe
can be enhanced by sharing the humor of everyday life. The recognition/identification
aspect of humor gives people a way to interact and communicate-social components
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which Stanford and Roark believe are the keys to human fulfillment. This sub-section
will explore the sociological benefits of humor and their implications for intra- and
inter-personal communication and connectedness.
Sociologist Gary Fine (1983) points out that despite the fact that humor would
make no sense without a social referent, humor has yet to become part of the
mainstream of sociological journals:
Through humorous talk we make taken-for-granted
realities explicit, and since it is based in interaction, the
explication is collective. This development of meaning in
humor is critical to the task of sociology and sociologists
and for this reason alone, the sociology of humor is
worthy of extensive and continued study, (p. 176, in
McGhee & Goldstein, 1983)

Humor and Connectedness
Joel Goodman (in Crabbs & Goodman, 1986) believes laughing together
creates one, big extended family and calls “ha-ha” one of the best four-letter words in
our language.

Weinstein (1983), too, contends that sharing humor and laughter

through playfulness gives people a sense “we’re in this together; we’re here to
support each other.” Grotjahn concurs:
Everything done with laughter helps us to be human.
Laughter is a way of human communication which is
essentially and exclusively human....(and) makes us
perhaps a little better and more capable of understanding
one another, ourselves, and life. What is learned with
laughter is learned well. Laughter gives freedom, and
freedom gives laughter. He who understands the comic
begins to understanding humanity and the struggle for
freedom and happiness, (in Baughman, 1974, p. 69)
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Laughter and Group Cohesion
Group cohesion resulting from shared laughter has been documented in both
empirical and clinical work by the Laughter Project’s (1984) peer education program,
in which programmed laughter was used to alleviate stress in college students. The
laughter group reportedly:

1) self-disclosed more often and at a higher level of

personal risk; 2) expressed more feelings of closeness to other group members than
members of other control groups; 3) were more spirited and lively (though sometimes
to distraction, because they were more rowdy and harder to facilitate); and,
4) reported enjoying their sessions more and feeling better afterwards.
According to Moody (1978), laughing together in the workplace gives
employees an opportunity to see each other in a different light from the regular
working situation because the spontaneity of humor allows people to see each other at
their limits. Orban (1985) believes humor is a bonding device, suggesting, “if you can
laugh together, you can work together (p. 44).”
The conscious use of humor in the workplace is becoming more widely accepted
since studies have shown an increase in employee productivity levels in those
companies where workplace humor is encouraged (McGinly, 1985).

By building

rapport and diffusing tension, humor in the workplace allows people to transcend the
constraints and boundaries of a situation (Pollio, in Oldenberg, 1986).
Henson’s Muppets have joined the corporate world.

Even Jim

The advertising slogan of the

“Muppet Meeting Films”™ series aptly states, “If you’re serious about successful
meetings, find a good laugh.”
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Humor as a Universal Connector
The search for a good laugh goes beyond the workplace and is partially
responsible for the current popularity of comedy clubs around the country. As pointed
out by LeShan (1982), “we are drawn to people who look at life with a slightly
jaundiced view and can laugh at themselves as well as at life in general (p. 44).”
Boms (1987) attributes the popularity of stand-up comics to their ability to lighten up
“after a long day spent slaving over the hot stove of reality (p. 16).” Also, in the face
of the powerlessness and growing isolation in the real world, today’s audiences crave
what Boms calls “contact entertainment” (p. 25). Not only is the interaction between
the audience and the comic a living thing, but the audience members, too, become a
cohesive organism.
The audience becomes a single entity playing ‘life,’
responding together to exaggerated problems that are
close enough to the real thing to make the game
interesting, yet abstract enough to keep it fun. We draw
strength from the sense of community and comfort from
the group feeling of ‘me, too.’ (p. 17, Boms, 1987)

Boms asserts that stand-up comedy not only diffuses the power of the
audience’s fears, but also gives them strength through group recognition, making them
seem larger than life and therefore invulnerable. She believes stand-up comedy plants
some serious seeds and allows a way into the “back door” when the frontal lobe is
locked. In the end, whether audience members choose to view what they see onstage
as thought provoking or thought preventing, one thing is certain-they are thinking.
For instance, comic George Carlin says his stand-up comedy routines allow
him to dig into the skeletal closets of the audience, bring all the volatile truths to the
surface, and then detonate them on stage (in Boms, 1987).

This type of real-life

comedy is more popular today than it was in the past. While Vaudeville comics used
characters as the basis for their comedy routines, today’s comics are more
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observational, focusing on subjects like human feelings, relationships, and common
memories.

According to Boms, the use of personal observation and experience

involves hitting “the intersection between what’s funny to the comic and the
audience...finding that a personal observation that is actually appreciated by
thousands (p. 246).”
A popular comedy “bit” used by Jerry Seinfeld, considered one of today’s
hottest comics because of the accuracy of his observational style, describes his reallife experience of staying in a hotel room which had very little heat. Even though the
room was freezing, he was terrified to touch the thermostat because he was sure his
father would suddenly appear and yell, “Who touched the thermostat in here?”.
Seinfeld had no idea the thermostat story would hold such universal appeal until he
tried it onstage and the audience howled in recognition.

As summed up by LeShan

(1982), “The kind of humor I find most intriguing is the kind that points up universal
human foibles and makes us feel closer to each other (p. 44).”
It is Ziv’s (1984) contention that humor deals with everything human and that
having a humorous attitude toward everyday experiences often makes them easier to
negotiate.

Though variables exist in individual and cultural norms and mores, it

appears that humor transcends many of these differences and acts as a universal
connector. Charlie Chaplin knew this and used the concept as the basis for his work in
films.

Chaplin’s “Little Tramp” character-a visual symbol of Everyman-transcends

all social strata (Maltin, 1986).

After only one year in films, Chaplin was the most

famous man in the world because he endeared himself to humanity on an international
level.

Film critic James Agee (1949) captured Chaplin’s essence:

“Of all the

comedians [Chaplin] worked most deeply and most shrewdly within a realization of
what a human being is, and is up against. The Tramp is...representative of humanity
(in Parish & Leonard, 1979, p. 175).” On the occasion of Chaplin’s death, The New
York Times paid tribute:
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Three generations of audiences have joined in laughter at
the Little Tramp and recognized that in laughing at that
jaunty figure, we laugh at our common predicament, the
commotion we cause and the indignities we suffer trying
to come to terms with the vagaries of the world, (in
Parish & Leonard, p. 187)

Mmtz (1983) believed that the genre of the silent film comedy portrayed lowermiddle-class anti-heroes, vulnerable to the complexity and confusion of modem life,
who ultimately survived by bouncing back with enthusiasm and optimism in spite of
the misfortunes that inevitably shadowed them.

Humor for Survival

If I were given the opportunity to present a gift to the
next generation, it would be the ability for each individual
to learn to laugh at himself.
Charles Schulz, creator of “Peanuts”

Humor as a major survival resource is described by Mendel (1970) as “the
music of the celebration of life,” which enables us to laugh with our human frailty
rather than at it.

We are not alone in our human frailty. Morreall (1983) points out

that humor shows us that our own personalities and actions contain as many
incongruities as anyone else’s.

This attitude helps us become less egocentric with a

more realistic view of the world: “we are more humble in moments of success, less
defeated in times of trouble, and in general, more accepting of things the way they are
(Morreall, 1984, p. 128).”
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Humor as Life Philosophy
Good humor is a philosophical state of mind: it seems to
say to nature that we take her no more seriously than
she takes us.
Ernst Renan, in Baughman, 1974

The sense of humor, more than just the ability to tell a funny story or respond
to one, actually encompasses a total philosophy of life. Interestingly, philosopher Wil
Durant considered humor and philosophy to be the essence of each other (in
Baughman, 1974). Morreall, too, believes humor should be used as a way to interpret
life as a whole rather than just those situational experiences which provide occasional
moments of refreshment in the struggles of life. Mindess (1979) agrees and contends
that the extent to which a sense of humor can help an individual maintain sanity is the
extent to which it moves beyond jokes, art, and laughter itself.

“It must constitute a

frame of mind, a point of view, a deep-giving, far-reaching attitude to life (p. 52).”

Humor Summary

Humor is an overall concept involving a sudden, pleasant psychological shift,
resulting from recognizing the funny or ludicrous aspects of situations. While some
people are better at producing humor and others are better at appreciating it, there are
those who can do both. Laughter is a physical response to psychological stimuli, and
is not always the result of, nor synonymous with, humor.
sensitivity to and readiness for humor stimuli,
and partly developed, i.e., nature via nurture.

Sense of humor is

which appears to be partly inherited
The sense of humor has definable

stages of development, which can and should be deliberately cultivated because of the
following benefits to overall wellness:
the

immune

system,

relieves

1) physiologically, the act of laughter benefits

stress,
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aids

respiration

and

blood

pressure;

2) psychologically, humor acts as a self-esteem enhancer and coping tool, as well as
enhancing learning, creativity, and divergent thinking; and 3) socially, humor enhances
relationships, self-disclosure, and group interaction.

A sense of humor has been

correlated with maturity, intelligence, self-actualization, and longevity and is
considered a tool for overall survival.
Before giving my suggestions for more specific ways to increase the sense of
humor through connectedness I will review the nature and development of empathy.
Empathy complements humor in a number of ways, and as will be illustrated in detail
in the last sub-section of this chapter, the “empathic humor” fusion contains some
benefits which go beyond those of empathy and humor alone.

Empathy
The concept of empathy, like humor, has a long, varied, and conflicting
definitional history (Goldstein & Michaels, 1985).

Simply defined in Webster’s

Dictionary (1987) as the “ability to enter fully into another’s feelings, experience,”
the capacity to empathize is considered a key to interpersonal understanding and
human interaction (Gordon, 1985; Goldstein & Michaels, 1985). Empathy’s
properties have recently provoked new interest in the field of psychotherapy, “almost
as if its importance were being rediscovered (Margulies, 1984, p. 1025).”

New

evidence suggests, however, that the benefits of empathy go far beyond the clinical
setting (Goldstein and Michaels, 1985). This section will examine some of those
extended benefits, with specific emphasis on empathy’s role in connectedness.
Toward that end, the following aspects of empathy will be explored: 1) definitions,
2) models, 3) development, 4) personality traits, 5) benefits, and, 6) conclusions.

41

Definitions of Empathy
Contradictory definitions exist with regard to empathy’s meaning, nature, and
use, along with with varying opinions regarding specific procedure involved in the
empathy process (Hickson, 1985).

While writers in philosophy, psychology,

aesthetics, and communication agree on a general meaning of the term “empathy,”
theoreticians and experimenters do not agree on an operational definition. It is difficult
to measure empathy because rather than being a unitary construct, it compromises
several dimensions with a wide variety of meanings. The lack of concurrence on a
specific definition has been a major obstacle to meaningful study.

To offset this

confusion, a detailed examination of the concept of empathy was recently undertaken
by Goldstein and Michaels (1985), co-authors of Empathy:
and Consequences .

Their definitive study includes:

Development, Training,

a) diverse definitions, b) an

examination of empathy development, and, c) the consequences of empathy in
psychotherapy, education, and parenting. This research led Goldstein and McGhee to
posit the value of empathy enhancement as a social and interpersonal goal:
(This)... dimens ion of interpersonal relations...has often
proven elusive, confusing, and quite difficult to
operationalize. Empathy has been diversely defined,
hard to measure, often resistant to change, yet emerges
as a singularly important influence in human interaction.
(Goldstein & Michaels, 1985, p. ix)

This section will focus on the area of human interaction beginning with a review
of diverse definitions showing both the core meanings and the divergencies which
contribute to the intangibility of the empathy concept. Following that, the notions of
empathy as a process will also be reviewed. At the end of this review, the working
definition to be used in this dissertation will be presented.
According to Goldstein and Michaels (1985), the term Einfuhlung, or “feeling
oneself into,” was introduced by Lipps in 1897 in his writings about aesthetic
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perception and appreciation. Einfuhlung was later translated by Tichener (1910) as
empathy . Lipps’ original definition addressed projecting oneself into and establishing

identification with an object (as in art or nature), but was later expanded by Lipps to
include people as the target of empathic efforts. Using the terms perceiver and target
to denote the empathy partners, Lipps held that unconsciously assumed aspects of the
target’s posture taken on by the perceiver, such as certain physical stances, gestures,
or expressions, created inner cues in the perceiver that lead not only to a heightened
appreciation and understanding of the person, but also a shared feeling experience.
Lipps believed this “motor mimicry” was an essential component of Einfuhlung. As
early as 1895, Baldwin also mentioned the importance of motor imitation as a
component of “sympathetic emotion”:
The sight of the expression of emotion in another
stimulates similar [motor] attitudes directly in us, and
this in turn is felt as the state which usually accompanies
such a reaction. (Baldwin, pp. 333-334, in Goldstein &
Michaels, p. 63)

Simply put, the motor mimicry component contributes information about the
affective state of another person. Its role in the empathic process, however, remains

questionable.

Is the occurrence of similar motor behavior an active cue-producing

component in the empathic process or is it only a reflection or expression of the
empathic process having already occurred? Do we smile because we are empathic or
are we empathic because we smile? The William James theory of emotion (1884, in
Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) proposes that stimuli which elicit excitement or rage
effect the body’s nervous system. This effect is then transmitted back to the brain as
the conscious experience of emotion. James’s motor mimicry hypothesis continues to
be an object of debate.
Freud defined empathy as the means by which “we are enabled to take up any
attitude at all towards another mental life” claiming it “plays the largest part in our
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understanding of what is inherently foreign to our ego” (Margulies, 1984, p. 1025).
Though Freud’s definition of empathy adds little to Lipps’, it recognizes empathy’s
crucial role in understanding others.
Similarly, Deutsch and Madle (1975, in Goldstein & Michaels) view empathy
not only as a purely perceptual awareness of an individual’s affect or sharing of
feeling, but also as the ability to understand emotional reaction within a situation:
Empathy was no longer viewed as purely a perceptual
awareness of an individual’s affect or sharing of feeling,
but rather an ability to understand a person’s emotional
reactions in consort with the context, (p. 270, 1975, in
Goldstein & Michaels, 1985, p. 4)

George Mead (1934, in Goldstein & Michaels) is credited with changing the
definitional focus of empathy in two important directions. First, a cognitive component
in the form of an ability to understand was more explicit than the earlier emphasis on
affect, alone Secondly, the notion of blending or merging of identities yielded to a self-

other differentiation in which the heart of the empathic process focused on the
empathizer’s temporarily taking the role of the other, or putting him/herself in the
other’s place.
Other definitions of empathy which reflect the role-taking essence of Mead’s
(1934) view of empathy include Dymond’s (1949) “imaginative transposing”; Coutu’s
(1951) “momentary pretending”; Katz’s (1963) “introjection of the other”; and
Bachrach’s (1976) “adopting the other’s frame of reference (as quoted in Goldstein &
Michaels, 1985).”

This “temporary, momentary, as if, borrowing-in-order to

understand” (p. 5) feature endures as part of the definition of empathy as its target
more explicitly and fully became the ongoing emotional state of the other.
Before reaching a conclusion about how empathy should be defined, several
models of the empathy process will be examined.
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Empathy

Models

Role-taking is the focus of Flavell’s information-processing model of empathy
(1968, in Goldstein & Michaels).

Viewed from a cognitive rather than an affective

perspective, Flavell’s model lists a series of cognitive acts which he believes must
take place before one can learn to take the role of another (Goldstein & Michaels).

Eiaveirs Informational

Process Model of Role-Takinv

(1) Existence. Realizing that there is such a thing as “perspective”; that
is, what you perceive, think, or feel in a given situation does not need to
coincide with what / perceive, think or feel.
(2) Need. Analyzing the other’s perspective is necessary in this particular
situation as a useful means toward achieving whatever one’s goal is in the
interaction.
(3) Prediction. Carrying out this analysis using the necessary abilities
needed to accurately define what the relevant character traits are.
(4) Maintenance. Discovering how to maintain an understanding of the
insights brought about by this analysis, assuming they are in strong
conflict with one’s own point of view, during the time those understandings
are applied to the goal behavior.
(5) Application. Applying this knowledge to the end at hand, i.e., the ability
to translate what you learned about the characteristics of the other into an
effective verbal message.

Shantz (1963, in Goldstein & Michaels) points out that Flavell’s sequence can
be interpreted both as a developmental model for role-taking and as a model for the
cognitive process people go through each time they complete role-taking acts.
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Ihe Hoffman Model
Role-taking is also pan of Hoffman’s (1982, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985)
model of empathic arousal, which focuses on empathy as the major mediator of
prosoctal behavior. Although cognitive processes play a vital role in defining a child's
empathic experience, Goldstein and Michael (1985) point out that for Hoffman, it is
the affective and not the cognitive response which forms the core of the empathy
experience.
Hoffman s model describes the development of altruistic motivation, which he
believes begms m infancy.

Altruistic behavior has been observed in 15-month old

babies, who are inclined to help another child in distress, like when a toddler offers
his/her bottle to someone who is distraught (Kohn, 1985).

This idea challenges

Piaget’s theory that children cannot transcend their self-centeredness.

Hoffman

asserts that the Piagetian position overlooks compelling evidence that very young
children can:

1) see the world from another person’s perspective; 2) react

empathically to that person’s distress; and, 3) take steps to help.

It has been

suggested that younger children were thought incapable of taking other people’s
perspectives because Piaget’s classic experiment centered on the lack of cognitive
sophistication and did not address the affective element (in Kohn, 1985).
Though Hoffman’s model (in Goldstein & Michaels) focuses on the affective
response as the core of the empathy experience, he does consider the role of the
cognitive process vital in defining a child’s empathic experience.

The innovative

importance of the Hoffman model is its categorization of empathic arousal into six
different modes:

(1) The Reactive Newborn Cry. Infants cry when exposed to the sound
of another person’s cry. Rather than being merely imitative vocal
responses, the cries are vigorous and indistinguishable from cries of
distressed infants. Hoffman posits that this reactive cry may be an innate
response involving a circular reaction. The infant, unable to tell the
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^ .T „be,W en h'S °Wn and ,he 0,her’s CI^ firs< responds to the
stimulus cry as if it were his own, then continues to cry at the sound of his
• r°Iher P°sslbility is that
stimulus cry may be associated
with the tnrnnt sown actual past distress, which can also lead to his own
crying. Hoffman suggests the reactive newborn cry is a very rudimentary
precursor of empathy which disappears during infancy, though adults
continue to use the next five modes, with role-taking remaining their
primary one.
b
(2) Classical Conditioning. The precondition for the development of this
mode is a rudimentary capacity for perceptual discrimination (Goldstein &
Michaei, 1985) and occurs when the infant observes some else’s distress
while simultaneously experiencing his/her own distress. The other’s
distress cues then become the conditioned stimulus that leads to feelings
of distress in himself. Through stimulus generation, similar distress may
be aroused in the child through similar facial and verbal expressions.

(Aronfreed’s work shows the existence of classically conditioned affective
empathy responses and has been cited by Hoffman as support for the existence of this
mode of empathy transmission.)

(3) Memory Dependence. This mode depends on accumulated memories
of distressful and painful experiences. When the child observes someone
else in distress, the observations of the other’s distress serve as cues for
drawing out these memories, resulting in a response of empathic distress.
Memory dependence differs from classical conditioning in that it is not
necessary for the distress from the other and the child’s own distress to
happen at the same time. Hoffman suggests memory dependence is a
much more general associative mechanism which may be the mode for the
experience of many types of empathic distress experiences in adults as
well as children.
(4) Motor Mimicry. When observing the stimulus person’s facial signs of
distress, these emotional expressions are automatically imitated by the
child’s engaging in slight movements in facial expression and posture.
Kinesthetic cues are caused by these imitative movements, which aid in
experiencing and understanding this same feeling. “An exciting group of
infant studies” (Goldstein & Michaels, p. 15) not only support this mode
of empathic transmission, but also coincide with the William James “motor
mimicry” theory of emotion described earlier.
(5) Symbolic Association. Rather than directly experiencing distress cues
from the stimulus person, the observer is exposed to symbolic cues of
distress (such as the label for the emotion or a description of an emotional
event that was experienced by the stimulus person). As in memory
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dependence, these symbolic cues become associated with the child’s own

experienced distress. Hoffman believes that this mode is more advanced
then the first four because it requires an understanding of symbolic cues.

Goldstein and Michaels state that these first five modes of empathic arousal
are automatic because they believe once the child can understand and discriminate the
affective cues (behavioral or symbolic), a vicarious affective response follows.
However, they point out that the sixth mode—role taking-is not automatic.

(6) Role Taking. This mode requires greater cognitive maturation and
depends much more on purposive action. The child deliberately tries to
take the perspective of the stimulus person, that is, he imagines himself as
the victim of the perceived distress. What separates this mode from the
five others is the child’s forming a mental representation of him/herself in
the victim’s situation as opposed to just experiencing the associations
with actual happenings in his/her own past when he/she experienced the
same emotion. Stotland’s research (1969, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985)
indicates that a larger amount of affective empathic arousal takes place
after individuals imagine they would feel if experiencing the same
emotional stimuli as the victim.

Though Hoffman focuses on the affective perspective and Flavell focuses on
the cognitive, each model actually includes an interplay of both.

Each model also

makes reference to both the person being empathized with, and the situation,
indicating the importance of an awareness of both the person and the situation in order
to arrive at an effective empathic response.

Person

vs. Situational Cues
However, a controversy does exist n the area of cognitive empathy research,

regarding the importance of the situation versus the person in the ongoing search for
the most effective way to predict another’s feelings during the empathy process. Until
recently, using situational cues to judge another person’s feelings was closely tied to
notions of the individual’s use of stereotyped knowledge, projection, or previous
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experience with the situation as the basis for his/her empathic response.

Although

this sometimes does happen, Goldstein and Michaels (1985) believe that the use of
situational cues may actually be part of a sophisticated cognitive empathic response.
Because facial, postural, tonal, and other available cues from a person sometimes
provide nuances of feelings that are unavailable from the situation alone, they propose
a new conceptualization of a higher level of cognitive empathy based on the use of a
combination of person and situational cues to help understand another’s complex
feelings.

For example, a therapist whose client smiles while discussing her

husband’s death should not immediately conclude that the woman is either happy or
sad, but instead, should become attentive to a complex set of feelings which must be
deciphered.

In addition, because several contradictory or ambivalent feelings might

occur simultaneously in the person with whom one is trying to empathize, Goldstein
and Michaels point out the possible existence of a second, beneath-the-surface
feeling, which may have more significance than the obvious one.
similar to

Unal’s (1971) dual categorization of empathy.

This concept is

While the first—sensitive

empathy—is an awareness and evaluation of people’s direct expressions, the secondreflective

empathy--is an awareness and evaluation of people’s detoured and

defensive expressions.
In addition to using person and situation cues to better understand the person
being empathized with (the “target”), the observer or empathizer must also be
willing to personally identify with the target person.

Successful empathy is an

interactive process between two people as opposed to a parallel one.

Buchheimer

clarifies this concept by differentiating between the terms “sympathy” and
“empathy,” which are sometimes used interchangeably.

According to Bucheimer,

“sympathy” means feeling along with another person, but not necessarily into a
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person, while empathic behavior implies convergence. However, this does not mean
permanent convergence, but should also include differentiation, as illustrated in

Theodore Reik’s model of the empathy process (in Katz, 1963, as quoted in Goldstein
& Michaels, 1985).

RfiiK’s Four-Phase Empathy

Model

(1) Identification. Allowing oneself to become absorbed in contemplating
the other person and his experiences, partly through an instinctive,
imitative activity and partly through a relaxation of conscious controls.
Observer

->

Target

The Observer is absorbed into the Target’s
experiences and projects his/her own being into
the Target.

(2) Incorporation. The act of taking the experience of the other person into
oneself. It is difficult distinguish this phase from the initial phase of feeling
oneself into the other person, because these are two sides of the same
process. During identification± individuals project their being into others;
while during incorporation^ individuals introject the other person into
themselves.
Observer

<——

a.

Target

.v1:.

The Observer takes the Target’s experiences into
himself and introjects the Target into himself.
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(3) Reverberation. What individuals have taken into themselves now
echoes upon some part of their own experience, awakening a new
appreciation. This is followed by an interplay between both sets of
experiences: the internalized feelings of others and our own experience
and fantasy.

The Target’s experiences echo upon the
Observer’s: the Observer has new appreciation of
the Target’s experiences; followed by an
interplay of both sets of feelings and
experiences.

(4) Detachment. One withdraws from subjective involvement and uses
reason and scrutiny to assess the situation.
This breaking of
identification by deliberately moving away must take place in order to gain
the social and psychic distance necessary for objective analysis.

The Observer withdraws from subjective
involvement, breaking identification with the Target
in order to make an objective analysis.

The three stages preceding “detachment” provide the empathizer with an
opportunity to “try on” the target’s ongoing emotional experience.

This illustrates

the “temporary, momentary, as if borrowing-in-order-to-understand” (Goldstein &
Michaels, p. 5) feature of the new understanding of empathy previously noted.

51

Empathy as a Multi-Pimensjnp-n Process:
A. lomnrehensivp nffjnjfj,rn

The aforementioned empathy models are a small sample of a much larger
listing. An examination of the controversy surrounding how to define empathy and
the processes central to its operation (e.g., Borke, 1971, 1972; Chandler &
Greenspan, 1972) led Goldstein and Michaels to the conclusion that many
developmental researchers view empathy as a multidimensional process, with
particular emphasis on its cognitive and affective components.
identified several empathy definitions

which

However, they also

focused on affective sensitivity and

included a communications concept:
The act of empathizing...involved not only the ability to
sensitively comprehend the other’s affective world, but
also to accurately and sensitively communicate this
understanding to the target other; that is, empathy for
these persons involved “communicating your sensing”
(Rogers, 1975), “detecting and describing” (Danish &
Kagan, 1971), and “facility in communicating this
[affective] understanding” (Traux & Carkhuff, 1967).
(p. 5, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985)

Gordon

(1985), too,

believes that the empathic process

includes a

communications element and suggests that empathy is a multidimensional cognitiveaffective-social macroprocess.
Since the empathic communication has been the focus of the empthy literature
on psychotherapy, teaching, and parenting, Goldstein and Michaels propose a
comprehensive definition of empathy which would add a communications component to
those existing definitions which spotlight only affective and cognitive components.
Combining Keefe’s (1976, 1979, as quoted in Goldstein & Michaels) four-phase
empathy model with Goldstein and Michaels’ comprehensive definition results in the
following:
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Empathy occurs when: 1) the target’s gestalt is accurately perceived; 2) the
observer s perceptions generate both cognitive and affective responses in him/herself;
3) the observer separates his/her own feelings from those shared with the target and
holds qualifying or distorting cognitive processes in abeyance; and, 4) through
accurate feedback, the observer conveys to the target that he/she has been
understood.
As pointed out in some of the previously explored empathy models, the
empathy exchange effects both the observer’s and the target’s cognitive processes
and feelings. I submit that the empathy process also includes a carryover effect within
both people involved. That is, both the observer and the target come away from the
interaction with a better understanding not only of the other, but also of themselves.
Therefore, for the purposes of this dissertation, my working definition is: empathy is
the temporary identification with another through the sharing of his/her feelings,
thoughts, or situations, which result in a better understanding of the other and of
oneself.
The examination and consequences of some of the empathy theories leads
naturally to a focus on empathy development, capacity, and potential.

Empathy

Development

This section will examine both sides of the nature/nurture question, including a
recap of the new findings suggesting that certain behavior patterns seemingly remote
from heredity may actually be genetically based and the result of multi-genetic
interplay (Tellegen, et al., 1988).

Although empathic capacity was not isolated in

these findings, I will attempt to show how they might be applied to it. First, however,
the capacity for infant empathy, gender differences in empathy development, negative
parental influence and the effects of socialization on empathy capacity will be
examined.
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Empathic Capacity in Infants
Existing empirical research by Field and others (1982, in Goldstein &
Michaels, 1985) shows the beginnings of empathic capacity in 36-hour-old babies. A
perceptual component was identified through an experiment which indicated the ability
of these very young infants not only to discriminate between happy, sad, and surprised
facial expressions of adults, but also the ability to imitate them.

Field and his

colleagues (1982, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) credit infants with an innate ability:
...to compare the sensory information of a visually
perceived expression [as evidenced in this study by their
ability to discriminate the facial expressions] with the
proprioceptive feedback movements involved in matching
that expression [as manifested by their differential
responses to the facial expression, (p. 181, in Goldstein
& Michaels, p. 52)
While other evidence reviewed by Goldstein and Michaels (1985) suggests
that affective empathy occurs “fairly automatically and may be present from birth”
(p. 53),

Aronfreed’s (1968, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) research showed a

vicarious emotional response to another’s affect could be acquired through
conditioning, which requires personal experience with the emotion in question.

Gender Differences In Empathy Development:
the Mother-Child Relationship
Videotapes of empathy research measuring affective match and intensity of
feelings, showed that girls tend to be somewhat more empathic than boys (Goldstein
and Michaels, 1985).

Malatesta’s research with infants and their mothers on

socialization for emotions (Trotter, 1983, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) reveals that
gender differences in empathy development begin with the mother-child relationship.
At different stages of childhood development a child’s experiences with emotion are
greatly affected by the mother’s modeling, which appears to shift as the child grows
older. At first, mothers model and encourage a broad range of emotional expression in
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the infant, including positive emotions, like happiness, surprise, and joy, and negative
emotions, like anger and sadness, which are usually modeled in a playful way for the
child.

As the infant gets older, mothers appear to move away from negative

expressions.

Interestingly, this emotional modeling is done differently for boys than

for girls. Mothers seem to be more restrictive with boys than they are with girls in the
range of feelings they encourage. Malatesta states that mothers smiled more
frequently at young boys to help keep them happy since they tend to be more irritable
than girls.

She also suggests that because boys are more emotionally reactive than

girls, mothers may learn that too wide a range of expressed emotions might overexcite
them.

On the other hand, Malatesta believes that exposing girls to a wide range of

emotions may influence the early development of their greater emotional expression
as well as their ability to more specifically experience and express empathy. From her
observations of mother-child interactions, she estimates that within the first three to
six months of a baby’s life—the highest mother-child face-to-face play—approximately
32,000 examples of maternal facial emotional expressions occur. This is an indication
that parental socialization is a major force in emotional development during infancy.
As the child matures, parental influence on the process of empathy continues.

The Influence of Non-Empathic Parents on Empathy Skill
An intriguing perspective exists concerning the role of non-empathic parental
influence on empathy development. While it has been determined that highly empathic
parental models might enhance an individual’s empathic capacity, non-empathic
parents might , in a very different way, also be responsible for empathy development
(Goldstein & Michaels, 1985).

It has been suggested that empathic motivation and

skill might be fostered by egocentric, manipulative, or aggressive parents whose
children learn to use empathic skills as a self-defense mechanism.

My interpretation

of this assumption is that children of these parents have sharpened their perceptual
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proficiencies in order to

“read” or enter into the parents’ frame of reference, which

gives them an opportunity to predict certain situational reactions. This ability might
give them a chance to remove themselves from hurtful situations.

A similar

mechanism is proposed by Hall’s “responding to oppression” hypothesis (1979, in
Goldstein & Michaels) which he examines a type of decoding ability central to the
cognitive analysis component of empathy. Others, including English (1972), Thomas,
Franks, and Calonico (1972), and Weitz (1974), have also put forth “response to
oppression” theories as a way to explain sensitivity to another’s affect (as quoted in
Goldstein & Michaels, 1985).

For example, women-long considered an oppressed

population-are described by Hall (1979, as quoted by Goldstein & Michaels) as
having a superior decoding ability:
...they develop fine skills in nonverbal judgment as a way
of saving their skins.
This hypothesis states that
oppressed or subjugated people need to be alert and
responsive in order to know how more powerful others
are feeling from moment to moment, (p. 193)

Socialization and Empathy Development
Though there is evidence that both the affective and cognitive components of
empathy involve a naturally unfolding maturational process, Goldstein and Michaels
add that socialization factors cannot be ruled out in empathy development.

Hoffman

(1982, in Goldstein & Michaels) says socialization techniques which encourage
children to experience a variety and intensity of feelings will increase the child’s
empathic capacity.

He also suggests, however, that a child experiencing a highly

intense emotion may respond to it by using a variety of defense mechanisms to
alleviate the emotion’s severity.

Hoffman believes this behavior lowers the child s

ability to empathize with the emotion in question (1982, in Goldstein & Michaels,
1985).

I disagree with this interpretation and suggest that those defense mechanisms

56

serve only to temporarily distance the immediate intensity of the emotion, while the
painful memory actually remains etched in the child’s mind.
Goldstein and Michaels take the position that empathy development can be
disrupted in children who are prevented from experiencing a wide range of emotions,
e.g., children who are protected from all types of negative feelings. They further posit
that socialization experiences which result in a broader emotional repertoire in the
child should also lead to increased cognitive empathy ,as well as enhancement of
empathy’s perceptual and communication components:
...experience with a wide variety of emotions and the
situations in which these occur should aid in the cognitive
search to understand another person’s emotional
experience, and empathic communication should be aided
by personally gained knowledge of what kinds of verbal
responses were helpful to oneself (Goldstein &
Michaels, p. 53).

Weinstein (1969, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) and others agree that
“exposure to a breadth and variety of experiences [and their attendant social
relationships] will promote the development of role-taking tendencies” (p. 193).

An

interesting example of this is the discovery that early in life twins are more empathic
toward their friends because of a carryover from the natural closeness with their twin,
and openness to sensing each other’s moods (Begley, et al., 1987).
Different
characteristics.

types

of

socialization

can

produce

different

personality

It has been suggested that certain innate traits, like “go-for-it”

qualities, can result in negative behavior characteristics if the nurture situations are
damaging. Gallagher (1987) states that “it’s often said that the cop and the crook are
really the same guy working different angles” (p. 125).

What makes the difference

between the good-guy and bad-guy characteristics of the cop and the crook is the type
of socialization they may have encountered while growing up.
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Socialization and Gender Differences in Adult Empathy
Jordan’s theoretical analysis of empathy in object relations (1983, in Goldstein
& Michaels 1985, p. 60), suggests that factors inhibiting empathy may be different for
men and women.

She notes that men tend to have more difficulty with the essential

surrender necessary to affect and momentarily join with the other because of the
implications of passivity, loss of objectivity and loss of control.

On the other hand,

women have difficulty reinstating a sense of self and cognitively structuring the
experience.
Jordan proposes that different socialization patterns influence these separate
difficulties of male and female patterns of empathy. She states that girls are typically
socialized for characteristics most adaptive to the mothering and nurturing and are
encouraged to attend to others’ emotional states through maintaining close proximity
to them.

They are raised to express nonaggressive and prosocial feelings and are

taught to develop their ability to perceive how others are reacting to them.

The

socialization of boys includes learning to become competitors in a largely alienated
work world where a large amount of empathy is seen as unadaptive. Young boys are
taught to hold in emotions, especially those that suggest interpersonal needs, fear, or
inability to be self-reliant.

Jordan speculates that interacting with these socialization

patterns uniquely affects mother-daughter/mother-son relationships, furthering the
differences in the quality of the female and male child’s empathic experience. Mothers
identify more with their daughters and may feel more comfortable encouraging a girl to
feel more closely attached to them emotionally.

On the other hand, the process of

looking to the mother for “mirroring” and conforming becomes questionable for the boy
as he and his mother recognize his differentness. A lower degree of identification with
and emotional attachment to the mother may lead to the boy’s lowered sense of being
in contact with and understanding another person in a directly emotional way. Jordan
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says society also encourages mothers to raise boys to be like their fathers, which
generally implies teaching them the pattern of affective control.
A premise which might help clarify the difference in the way men and women
are empathic has to do with the way they gain knowledge of other people. The recent
book, Women s Ways of Knowing

(Belenky, et al., 1986), based on intensive

interviews with hundreds of women, examines the position of women in contemporary
society, and how society appears to them.

The authors differentiate between

“separate knowing” and “connected knowing”.

Although the characteristics of

“connected” and “separate” knowing are not gender-specific, the authors propose
that more women than men are connected knowers, and more men than women are
separate knowers, echoing Carol Gilligan’s developmental theory.
Both types learn to get out from behind their own eyes and look through
different lenses—separate knowers learn through explicit, formal instruction (the lens
of discipline); connected knowers learn through empathy (the lens of the other
person).

Coming from a base of personal experience, they develop empathic

procedures to gain access into other people’s knowledge.
Essential for connected knowers, is how they know (the form rather than the
content).

Since knowledge comes from experience, the only way to understand

another person’s ideas is to try to share the experience.

Connected knowers

gradually shift their focus to other people’s ways of thinking. Belenky, et al., believe
this empathic connection is one of the reasons women take naturally to a nonjudgmental stance, which explains why those interviewed often had to be prodded into
critical examination of others.

Even when these women disagreed passionately with

an opinion, they tried hard to understand the reasoning behind it before judging it
wrong.

The authors conclude that negative judgments seem to violate the premise of

connection by asserting superiority.

59

These differences in separate and connected knowing may have some impact
on the differences in individual empathy capacity, which it has been discovered is
tantamount to whether or not empathy training is effective.

Empathy Training

and Degree of Empathy Capacity

The potential for individual empathic capacity was recently re-examined when
it was discovered that empathy training proved inefficient with random or self-selected
people.

An “implicit operating assumption of equal empathic potential” (p. 192, in

Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) throughout the population of potential trainees proved
false when empirical evidence made it clear that not all trainees benefit equally from
empathy training.
not at all.

While some advanced a great deal, others advanced very little or

These findings led Goldstein and Michaels to the conclusion that “the

capacity to be empathic, like most psychological qualities, is normally distributed”
(p. 192) rather than equally distributed.

They assert that intensive empathy training

is successful only with those whose naturally developing abilities began in childhood
and continue to emerge across the life-span.

They also suggest that it is quite

unlikely for empathy skills to be developed later on in life if normal empathic abilities
were not developed during childhood and adolescence. This conclusion encompasses
both the minimal empathy skills necessary for normal adult social relations and the
more advanced empathy skills needed by educators, therapists, and successful
parents. “It is also probably safe to say that not even intensive instruction or
intervention will make up entirely for such early deficits (p. 61).” Walstedt (1968, in
Goldstein & Michaels) takes a similar position :
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It is not clear whether a high “empathy quotient” is
biologically determined, is a function of the mother-child
interaction, and/or is socially acquired. It is Greenson’s
contention that we can be taught to use our empathic
capacity...but that people with low empathic capacity
cannot be taught. (Walstedt, p. 608, in Goldstein &
Michaels, p. 192)

The development of empathic understanding, like so many other behavioral
characteristics,

lends itself to the question of whether the trait is genetically

programmed or acquired through outside influence. Opinions range from those who
consider empathy an elusive ability comprising a sixth sense to those who believe it is
an acquired technique based on systematic and conscious effort (Goldstein &
Michaels, 1985).

The Nature via Nurture Theory and Empathy
Many elements influence both the nature and nurture aspects of empathy
development.

However, moving forward from nature and nurture arguments as

separate entities, I again submit the evidence from the twins research team (Tellegen,
et al., 1988), as described in the Humor section.

As formerly detailed, the twins

research proposes that certain personality traits previously considered far-removed
from heredity are actually influenced by an interplay of nature and nurture or nature via
nurture.

Characteristics like achievement, social potency, and leadership are now

believed to be inherited, shedding new light on families like the Kennedys, many of
whom seem to have been bom with the natural leader’s take-charge charisma, and the
drive and persistence of the innate achiever (Gallagher, 1987).

Twins researcher

Lykken posits that in certain cases, trying to separate nature’s impact from nurture’s
is pointless.

For example, he suggests that forceful, dynamic people who enjoy the

spotlight probably create situations in which they can be forceful and dynamic,
reinforcing those tendencies.

Lykken believes the process is an endless circle.
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Your genes determine who you are, which in many
respects determines the kind of environment you’ll have,
which determines who you are. (in Gallagher, 1987
p. 61)

This circular process begins very early in life.

The socially potent, naturally

extroverted baby gives off what Gallagher (1987) calls “winner vibrations,” which
elicit approving smiles, even from strangers. Conversely, the introspective, quiet baby
produces a chilling effect on others that reinforces his or her shyness (p. 61).”
Though shyness appears to be inborn and has been called “the most inheritable of any
trait

(Plonin,

in Begley, et al., 1987, p. 69), there is actually no such thing as a

“shyness gene.”

Plonin explains that an interplay of certain genes seems to put shy

people in a higher state of physiological arousal.

In order to keep their arousal level

down, these people often avoid a lot of stimulation and activity, which makes them
appear to be shy.

Empathic Intuition
I submit that the capacity for empathy might work in a similar way.

For

example, what if empathic capacity is the result of an interplay of genes which give the
empathic person the ability to be more perceptually aware of environmental stimuli?
This expanded information-gathering capacity might endow that person with the ability
to be more in tune, in a multi-dimensional sense, with external cues, similar to an
insect that has dozens of antennae instead of just one or two.

It appears to me that

this stored-up information would naturally lend itself to more accurate “educated
guessing” when trying to empathically connect with another.

This collaborative

awareness of situational cues might activate something equivalent to intuition,
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possibly

resulting

in the person’s

being

able to

understand unexperienced

circumstances as clearly as those experienced first-hand.

For those who are highly

empathic, maybe the term “empathic intuition” is more accurate than the simple
“empathic capacity.”

Empathy Personality Traits
Clearly, the configuration of empathic capacity is varied and complicated and
not equally divided among the population.

Because previous attempts at identifying

potentially highly empathic individuals have been unsuccessful, Goldstein and
Michaels (1985) suggest relying on the presence of ‘‘marker variables,” described as:
...biographical and psychological qualities of the individual
demonstrated to (or, in some instances, speculated to)
serve as either antecedents or correlates of empathic
capacity. They may each have little (or much) to do with
empathy and empathic capacity causally but do seem to
be part of the [theoretical] network in which empathy lies
and thus are an aid to identification of high-potential
persons, (p. 192-193)

Some specific “marker variables” appear to be the personal attributes which
Allport (1961) believed were associated with empathy. They include: 1) intelligence,
2) aesthetic attitude, 2) breadth of experience, 3) similarity with the other,
4) intraceptiveness, and 5) self-insight.

In 1969, Weinstein added “cue sensitivity,”

which he described as a “constitutionally [characteristically] determined level of
attentiveness to environmental stimuli (p. 193, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985).”
Similarly, Jordan (1985) believes a correlation exists between the empathic
personality and: 1) a well-differentiated sense of self; 2) an appreciation of and
sensitivity to the differentness, as well as the sameness of the other; and 3) some
general motivation for interpersonal relatedness, allowing for the perception of the
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other s verbal and nonverbal affective cues, which are followed by surrender to one’s
own affective arousal.
Menaker-Esther (1983, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985)

proposes that an

empathic response requires 1) an individuated sense of self; 2) the capacity to make
analogies and thereby identify with another person; and 3) the will to create and
implement an empathic understanding of and communication with another individual.
According to Menaker-Esther, empathy is largely a function of the maturation of the
self, particularly in the sense of autonomy.
Certain personality characteristics which go beyond the psychological and
biographical markers are also reflective of empathic capacity.

Foremost among them

are “traditionally feminine response patterns,” described by Carkhuff as:
...high scores on social service interests and nurturant
inclinations as well as on indexes of restraint,
friendliness, deference, intraception, affiliation...and low
scores on more aggressive, assertive and achievementoriented traits.
(Carkhuff, 1969, in Goldstein &
Michaels, p. 193)

However, Goldstein and Michaels are not optimistic about the value of
psychological testing alone to identify markers predictive of empathic responsiveness.
They agree with Carkhuff who says, “There is no evidence to indicate that
performance on traditional tests does anything but predict performance on traditional
tests” (p. 193-194, in Goldstein & Michaels) and suggest an alternative assessment
strategy based on Carkhuff’s perspective.

Those being tested for empathic capacity

are given an opportunity to show those behaviors which constitute selection criterion
through the creation of a physical-interpersonal environment representing “real
world” situations which often include nuances ignored by academic theories and
impersonal testing.

In the area of inter-personal communications and empathy, new

concepts have been created because the old ones were found wanting.
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Jordan s definition of the empathy process, which emphasizes being aware of
one s separateness while being simultaneously joined adds another dimension to
earlier empathy definitions which emphasized only shared feelings, understanding, and
role-taking, without making mention of the significance of the separateness of the
empathizer.

Jordan (1985) asserts that personality theories which emphasize the

growth of the autonomous, individuated self are biased.
George Klein (1976) also believes that an imbalance exists in a great deal of
self theory, and, therefore, posits two aspects of self-development:

One is an autonomous unit, distinct from others as a
locus of action and decision. The second aspect is one’s
self construed as a necessary part of a unit transcending
one’s autonomous actions. ‘We’ identities are also part
of the self. Like any biological ‘organ’ or ‘part,’ the
organism is...and must feel itself to be...both separate
and part of an entity beyond itself. (Klein, 1976, p. 16).

The elements of separateness and connectedness do not supersede each other;
but are equally essential to the empathy process. The significant component here is
temporary identification, “the experience of partial identity” (Koestler, 1949, p. 360)
or the “temporary, momentary, as if borrowing-in-order-to-understand” (Goldstein &
Michaels, 1985, p.5). Jordan believes empathy is critical to understanding that part of
the self that involves “we-ness,” which transcends the separate, disconnected self
and allows one to establish a sense of basic connection and similarity to others.
Jordan’s description of “we-ness” is similar to Carl Rogers’ (1986) “in-tune-ness,”
which he called “healing, confirming, growth-promoting (p. 130).”
Having examined how empathic personality traits impact on the empathy
process, I will end this sub-section with a summary of hypothesized attributes
identified through people with a high empathy capacity. Those characteristics include.
1) intelligence, 2) maturity, 3) self-insight and a well-differentiated sense of self;
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4) aesthetic attitude and an awareness of environmental stimuli; 5)

appreciation and

sensitivity of the sameness and differentness others; 6) motivation and willingness to
understand and communicate with others, while at the same time, surrendering one’s
own affective arousal; and 7) responding toward others in a nurturing, friendly and
respectful way (Jordan, 1985; Menaker-Esther, 1983, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985;
Allport, 1961).

Empathy

Benefits

This segment will focus on the benefits of empathy and examine its impact on
total wellness through its ability to act as a connecting agent, self-esteem enhancer,
motivator of pro-social behavior, and life expectancy increaser.

Psychological

Benefits

Carl Rogers is one of several humanistically-oriented writers who proposed
that empathy’s facilitative effects might impact personal growth in contexts other than
psychotherapeutic, depending “in substantial part on a special interpersonal
relationship (p. 145, in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985).” Traux and Tamm agree:

The importance of unconditional warmth and empathic
understanding in facilitating constructive personality
change in the human encounter is clear, regardless of the
age of the human beings involved, regardless of the
reason for the encounter, and regardless of the setting in
which the encounter takes place. (1966, p. 146, in
Goldstein & Michaels)
While the human encounter and its ensuing connectedness are an integral part
of personal growth, so is autonomy.

Harvard developmentalist and therapist Robert

Kegan (1982) asserts that the tension between autonomy and connectedness is an
ongoing process in human development.
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He reports that his clients often express

either one of two fears:

1) the fear of being completely unseparate-being swallowed

up and taken over, or 2) the fear of being totally separate-being utterly alone,
abandoned, and remote beyond recall.

The two greatest yearnings of the human experience are
the yearning to be included, to be a part of, close to,
joined with, to be held, admitted, accompanied. The
other...(is) the yearning to be independent or
autonomous, to experience one’s distinctness, the self¬
chosenness of one’s directions, one’s individual integrity
(P- 107)

Kegan contends that this experience of fundamental ambivalence is a “lifelong
tension...the unitary, restless, creative motion of life itself (p. 108),” and describes
these periods of dynamic balance revolutionary truces, [e.g.,] “a succession of
temporary resolutions in favor first of one side, then the other” (p. 107).

David

Bakan’s (1966, in Kegan) description for this “duality of human experience” is a
yearning for both “communion” and “agency” (p. 107).

It appears that a balance of

both is healthy for psychological growth. Clemes and Bean (1981) have included both
a sense of uniqueness and a sense of connectedness in the six conditions they
propose as being necessary for self-esteem fulfillment.

I submit that Jordan’s dual

perspective on the empathy process renders it a potentially powerful tool for personal
and interpersonal growth because of its influence both autonomy and connectedness.

Social

Benefits

Empathy and Connectedness: The Human Echo
Within his theory of self-psychology, Kohut (1978) called empathy “vicarious
introspection (as quoted by Margulies, 1984, p. 1025).”

He considered empathic

understanding of another’s experience as basic to humanity as vision, hearing, touch,
taste, and smell:
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...the resonance of essential human alikeness...the
accepting, confirming and understanding human echo,
evoked by the self...[is] a psychological nutrient without
which human life as we know and cherish it, could not be
sustained. (1978, p. 705, as quoted by Rogers, 1986,
p. 129)

Empathy is central to Rogers’ (1986) client-centered therapy because he
considered it a “healing agent,” and “one of the most potent aspects of therapy
because it releases, it confirms, it brings even the most frightened client into the
human race. If a person can be understood, he or she belongs (p. 129).”

Empathy in Education
Rogers (1983) also believed that when a teacher has the ability to understand
the student’s reactions from the inside along with a sensitive awareness of how the
learning appears to the student, the probability of significant learning is increased. It
has been suggested that empathic understanding establishes a climate for selfinitiated, experiential learning (Goldstein & Michaels, 1985).

According to Rogers,

sensitive empathy allows the learner to experience feelings like this:

“At last

someone understands how it feels to be me without wanting to analyze or judge me.
Now I can blossom and grow and leam (p. 125).” One study (Aspy & Roebuck, 1977,
as quoted in Goldstein & Michaels, 1985) showed that students of high-empathy
teachers had increased self-concept scores.

Other studies have indicated that classes

taught by highly empathic teacher trainees showed high levels of harmonious peer
relationships (Diskin, 1956; Walter, 1977, in Goldstein & Michaels). These positive
outcomes affected not only interpersonal relations, but intrapsychic qualities as well.
For example, in one study, students of highly empathic teachers showed a variety of
self-concept changes (Berens, 1976, in Goldstein & Michaels), while significant
positive correlations were found between teacher empathy, acceptance of students,
congruence, and pupil centeredness (Emmerling, 1961, in Goldstein & Michaels). .In
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answering the question, “What do empathic teachers actually do?” Kieran (1979, in
Goldstein & Michaels) responded with a humanistic orientation:
The role of the teacher in this process is that of facilitator,
one who forms a relationship with the learner that,
according to Combs (1962) “assists, helps, sides,
ministers to a growing, living, dynamic organism already
in the process of becoming.” (p. 70) From this vantage
point teaching is seen as one of the helping professions.
As ‘helpers’ do in other such professions [like] guidance
counseling, the ministry, psychotherapy, the teacher uses
herself...as an instrument to form a relationship with
another human being which helps him to grow. (p. 17, as
quoted by Goldstein & Michaels, 1985, p. 152)

Vander Zanden (1984) posits that human needs like security, love, acceptance,
companionship, and a sense of worth, can be fulfilled only through association with
other meaningful people: “We cannot be human all by ourselves (p. 245).” Stanford
and Roark (1974) believe the keys to mankind’s fulfillment and existence are human
interaction and communication.

Empathy appears to foster both.

Montagu and

Matson (1979) assert that the highest form of communication is love:
Human communication...is more than media and
messages, information and persuasion; it also meets a
deeper need
and
serves
a higher purpose.
Communication is the ground of meeting and the
foundation of community. It is...the essential human
connection, (p. 69, in Buscaglia, 1984)

Becoming part of a community is another way of attaining connectedness.
M. Scott Peck (1987) advocates community as a self-awareness tool, calling it “a true
alchemal process that transforms the dross [impurities] of our differences into golden
harmony (p. 171).” Peck points out that community works only when we understand
not only how we human beings are different, but are also aware of we all have in
common.

In my opinion, this description appears to closely parallel the empathy
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process. As previously described, empathic interactions are only successful when one
can recognize and understand the similarities as well as differences in the person
being empathized with.

This dual perspective, which allows separateness and

connectedness to occur simultaneously, corresponds to Jordan’s empathy definition
and also coincides with Staub’s description
1985) .

of empathy as “social glue” (in Kohn,

When viewed from the social perspective, the benefits of empathy extend

beyond connectedness to include prosocial, or helping behavior.

Empathy and Prosocial Behavior
Prosocial behavior can be described as

1) acts that benefit other people; and,

2) ways of responding to others that are sympathetic, cooperative, helpful, rescuing,
comforting, and giving (Vander Zanden, 1984; Coke, Batson & McDavis,1978).
Hoffman (in Kohn, 1988) believes humans possess a basic tendency to be responsive
to other people’s needs in addition to their own.

Similarly, Kohut (1978, in Rogers,

1986) believed that the human organism is essentially positive in nature and that
people are basically good. Some psychologists assert that people who help others not
only feel their pain, but also understand the way the world looks to them. It has been
suggested that this “role-taking” or “perspective-taking” ability compels people to
be more inclined to help (Drebs & Russel, in Kohn, 1988).
Staub (1978) believes that people who appear more prosocially oriented than
others have the following three defineable characteristics:

1) they have a positive

view of people in general; 2) they are concerned about others’ welfare; and, 3) they
take personal responsibility for how other people are doing. Staub suggests that each
of these characteristics, particularly the first, is affected by the kind of culture in which
one lives.

For example, he suggests that American society encourages people to lead

competitive, individualistic lives and he maintains that living this way can result, to
some extent, in a devaluation of others, while pointing out that:
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We fundamentally have the potential to develop into
[either] caring, altruistic people or violent, aggressive
people. No one will be altruistic if their experiences
teach them to be concerned about themselves.
But
human connection is intrinsically satisfying if we allow it
to be. (p. 38, in Kohn, 1988)

How people feel about themselves also has an impacts on whether or not they
will engage in prosocial acts. Some people are so preoccupied with self-criticism and
how others evaluate them that they turn their attention inward and do not feel free to
attend to others (Staub, 1978).

A lack of prosocial behavior tendencies deprives not

only others, but also the would-be helper, because pro-social behavior is actually an
interactive process resulting in psychological and physiological benefits for both.
Growald and Luks note that

some think profiting by good deeds might cheapen the

act, but the reality is “we are first and foremost a communal species, designed by
nature to depend on one another” and if the act of helping also benefits the helper, “so
much the better (p. 100).”

Physical

Benefits

The Helper’s High
Luks (1988) reports on new research suggesting that the feelings experienced
by people helping others are enhanced by an identifiable physical sensation, described
as “stimulation” (p. 39), such as highs, warmth and increased energy.

Luks proposes

that this may be the result of the release of endorphins, the body’s natural painreducing chemicals.

Panksepp (in Luks) reports on another study on social and

emotional processes with a special emphasis on altruism, in which “it is just about
proven” (p. 39) that endorphins, nature’s opiates, produce the good feelings that
ensue during social contact with others.

Some people report experiencing a greater

calmness and enhanced self-worth after altruistic acts.

One woman indicated that

doing something nice for someone else actually snapped her out of periods of
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depression, while another commented that her self-esteem increased after doing
volunteer work.

Interestingly, the feel-good sensation, which is most intense when

one actually listens to or touches someone, and its physiological benefits can
apparently be reactivated when the original prosocial behavior is recalled.

Though

less intense, people report that a recurrence of their “helper’s high” takes place when
they recall the helping act which actually produced it in the first place.

The Relaxation

Response

Harvard cardiologist Herbert Benson (in Luks, 1988) reports that altruism
effects the body’s relaxation response (the ability to shift into a deep state of rest)
and has the same physical effect on well-being as yoga, spirituality, and meditation.
However, being in control is crucial to the health benefits of giving. Luks reports that
people who are forced to help might not benefit from the stress-reducing properties of
the act.

For example, one student reported that her volunteer activities actually

generated stress because they interfered with her studying.

The Immune System
Prosocial behavior also affects the immune system.

Data from a 14-year

study at the University of Michigan’s Survey Research Center examining the effects
of social relationships on mortality rates (Growald & Luks, 1988) indicated that good
deeds may benefit the immune system.

It was also discovered that people who

perform good deeds may have a longer life expectancy than those who don’t.

In a

controversial study at Harvard, psychologist David McClelland (in Growald & Luks)
tried to inspire feelings of love and caring in students by showing them a film of
Mother Teresa (considered by some to be the epitome of altruism).

A subsequent

laboratory analysis of the students’ saliva indicated an increase in immunoglobulin A

(IgA), an natural antibody known to help fight respiratory infections.
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Because empathy is the motivating force behind prosocial behavior, and
prosocial behavior has been shown to benefit the giver and the receiver physically as

well as psychologically, it stands to reason that being empathic is advantageous to
overall health and should be encouraged. However, as pointed out by Kohut (1981, in
Kohut,

1985), inappropriately used empathy can

be detrimental

to one’s

psychological well-being:
...empathy does not mean love or compassion. Empathy
can be used decisively for hateful purposes. I figure out
where your weak spots are so I can put the dagger in
you. Is that dreadful? Well, it is dreadful, of course, but
it is better than nothing. The worst...is to find oneself in a
predominantly nonhuman environment.
This is the
dreadful fear of our time, to be shot off into space and to
be all alone...Even a hostile empathic environment is
vastly preferably to an indifferent one. (p.57)

As with humor, empathy must be used with care. In addition, Goldstein and
Michaels (1985) are quick to point out that despite its many benefits, empathy should
not be considered a cure-all:

Because our enthusiasm for the broad impact of empathy
on human behavior is made explicit...we hope we
have...made equally clear’ our objection to the overly
expansive, ‘one-true-light,’ ‘empathy-is-good-for-all,
everywhere’ type of thinking...Its potency is broad and
diverse but not pervasive and encompassing, (p. 146)

Empathy Summary
This sub-section concludes with a focus on what I consider to be empathy’s
far-reaching potential on personal and inter-personal growth when used as a
connecting agent.

I propose that when the identification/recognition aspect of the

empathic interaction is the result of shared imperfections and foibles, we become more
self- and other-tolerant in the knowledge that we are not alone. Peck (1987) believes
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we can learn to accept and love ourselves and each other by joining together,
overcoming our prejudices and transcending our differences.

In other words, by

empathizing.
In Rediscovering Love, Psychiatrist Willard Gaylin (1986) asserts what is at
the root of humankind’s discontent is actually a lack of empathy.

He offers as

evidence: 1) the deterioration of relationships and a sense of community; 2) the focus
on taking rather than giving; and, 3) individualism rather than connecting with those
around us.

Gaylin contends that hope for society’s ills and the human spirit lies in

insight, analysis, self-knowledge, and love.

I submit that each of these qualities can

be enhanced by the empathy process because of its ability to increase self worth,
promote prosocial behavior, and community building. In summary, empathy appears to
encourage and enhance psychological growth, physiological healing, and social well¬
being.

Empathic Huipyr

The previous two sub-sections of this literature review focused separately on
Humor and Empathy and outlined their benefits.

This sub-section will describe the

integration of empathy and humor and summarize their benefits. Synthesizing humor
and empathy into the concept of “Empathic Humor” is my own idea, and, as far as I
can determine, remains heretofore unapproached by any other researcher.

After

defining empathic humor and its benefits, I will describe ways in which it can be
utilized in stress reduction to counteract burnout and promote renewal.
The term “empathic humor” is new, but what it represents is not.

Though

each of us is unique, our shared humanity endows us with commonalities which
ultimately connect us.

Therefore, if empathy is the temporary identification with
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another through the sharing of his/her feelings, thoughts, or situations, which result in
a better understanding of the other and of oneself, and humor is an overall concept
involving a sudden, pleasant psychological shift, resulting from recognizing the funny
or ludicrous aspects of situations, then empathic

humor is a sudden, pleasant

recognition of funny or ludicrous aspects of the thoughts, feelings or situations that we
share with others, resulting in a better understanding of them as well as a better
understanding of ourselves.

Basically, empathic humor is “common denominator”

humor which bonds people on the universal ground they share. Some minority groups
may possess a stronger sense of empathic humor than others because of their need to
cope with prejudicial treatment ensuing from their being “different.”
appear to be more willing to laugh at themselves.

Often, they

For instance, traditional Jewish

humor—Jews telling jokes about Jews—transcends “being different” by approaching
the common difficulties of life in a humorous way.

Vogel and Woldoks (1987) posit

that Jewish humor presents a challenge to:
...enter into the reality that we all live in, extract its
human potential from it, and give ourselves room to reach
that potential by dissolving our feelings of selfimportance and self-centeredness. Humor...shows you
that the foibles and the weakness that you encounter
every day are shared by everyone. Maybe it’s possible
to emerge from this life with a sense of humor that will
not permit you to be overcome by the serious situations
we find in the world, (p. 67)

This description epitomizes what empathic humor is all about.

And, in fact,

empathic humor also forms the basis of many of today’s television situation comedies.
The story lines on current situation comedies are much more realistic when compared
with those from the past.

For example, the all-perfect families on Father’s Knows

Best and The Brady Bunch

eventually evolved into more true-to-life, blue-collar

families like those seen on All in the Family and The Floneymooners.
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Following in

those footsteps, but with less cliched portraits of the working class, the newest of this
genre is the highly successful, Roseanne , considered the most daring sitcom because
of its

gleeful puncturing of TV ideals of happy domesticity (Zoglin, 1988, p. 88).” As

described by TV critic Gary Deeb (1989) :
Roseanne Barr is handing us a delicious slice of middleclass Americana that mirrors the difficult and sometimes
almost hopeless task of running a household with simple
human dignity and a sense of self-worth. It’s a stunning
achievement that represents what 75 percent of our
nation’s families have to endure to keep above water
(p. TV3)

The Roseanne character is the creation of its star, Roseanne Barr, a former
stand-up comic and real-life “housewife” (though she prefers the term “domestic
goddess”), who explained, “I want to do a show that reflects how people really live. I
want people to watch it and go, ‘Wow, that happens to me’ (Corey, 1989, p. TV 2).”
Barr plays a working-class mother of three who works an 8-hour shift in a plastics
factory and whose husband’s construction jobs are few and far between.

Viewers,

many of whom typify the blue-color working mother played by Barr, believe the show
“tells it like it is.” Lee Levin, executive director of the New York-based Coalition of
Labor Union Women, explains:
Roseanne speaks to the class difference in a positive
way. On Roseanne it’s clear that these people don’t
have a lot of choices. They have to make the best of
what they have. It’s a breath of fresh air.... The humor is
poignant. It’s real and based on respect. (TV 1)

One female viewer who really does work in a plastics factory in Dundalk,
Maryland, remarked that after watching the show she came away believing, “You can
make it if you try.” As pointed out by Corey, many women see an implicit message of
hope in the Roseanne show.

These reactions are testimonies to our common
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humanity and are clear examples of what empathic humor is all about. While empathy
allows one to identify with the familiar situation and share the common experience or
attitude, humor allows one to view the struggles of life through a comic perspective
which helps makes them easier to live with.
Empathic humor, then, offers an opportunity and choice to take a humorous
attitude towards the difficult situations inherent in everyday living.and to share them
with others who have had similar experiences.

People can look at their own foibles

and vulnerabilities with an attitude of: “You-too? I guess I’m not so bad” or “I guess
if you got through it, I can, too!”, thereby providing a way to cope from two different
perspectives.

Empathic humor not only helps people to change their perceptions, but

also nourishes life in other ways as well. For instance, it helps reduce stress.

Relationship of Empathic Humor to
Stress, Burnout, Renewal, and Positive Mental Health.

Stress is a condition of life itself, so long as we are responding to stimuli from
the environment.

A stressor is anything that causes stress and has the potential of

triggering the “fight-or-flight” response, for which our bodies were evolutionary
trained when we needed to react quickly to protect ourselves.

It has been suggested

that today’s stressors also affect our psychological well being and include threats to
self-esteem (Greenberg, 1987).

In general, stress is viewed as a combination of a

stressor, i.e., an environmental demand, plus the perception that it is more than can be
handled.

Though stress is generally viewed as a negative term, it can actually be

viewed in two ways.

If one reacts to stressors in a way that has negative

consequences, e.g., becoming immobilized with fear, it is considered distress, and is
detrimental.

On the other hand, if one reacts to stressors in a way that has positive

consequences, e.g. when the knowledge of a career change motivates one to prepare
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for it, then it is considered eustress, and is beneficial.

My own impression is that

stress is the gasoline of life with the potential of either flooding your engine or helping
it run smoothly and efficiently. The choice is ours.
For the purposes of this dissertation, the general term stress will be
considered in its negative form. Based on this, the following chart presents the stress
reaction sequence and the associated stress reduction strategies as presented by
Alschuler (1980):

Stress Caused By

i

General Adaptation Syndrome

i

| .
T3 '5b
o

4>

‘51
C/2

C/2

FIGURE 2.1

STRESS SEQUENCE

The first two boxes of the Stress Sequence (“environmental demands” and
“perception that they are more than can be handled”) summarize the essence of most
definitions of the causes of stress, i.e., a combination of objective stressors with a
person’s

subjective perception of them.
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The adjoining three boxes describe the

phases of the stress response, called the General Adaptation Syndrome by Selye
(1976).

The physiological response to stress, often called the “flight or fight”

response (Alschuler, 1980), mobilizes the body’s physical capacities to deal with the
stress. Depending on what the situation demands, coping mechanism can take many
forms: negotiatmg skills, better communication, faster work, etc. Depending upon the
length and intensity of the stress and the success or failure of the coping, individuals
tend to either renew themselves or bum out.
Burnout is characterized by: 1) increased distancing from others, 2) emotional
fatigue or pessimism, 3) attitude shift toward the cynical, and 4) physical fatigue or
exhaustion (Maslach & Pines, 1977). Renewal, therefore, can be characterized by:
1) decreased distancing and willingness to reach out to others, 2) emotional energy or
optimism, 3) attitude shift toward the hopeful, and 4) increased physical energy,
vitality, or stamina.
The six boxes which make up the Stress Reduction Strategies are based on
Alschuler s organization of some of the many tactics for reducing stress in teachers.
While

Social Support/Connectedness” is one of the specific six strategies, it is also

the foundation from which the other five emerge. Each of them corresponds to one of
the phases of the Stress Sequence, as indicated by the broken lines which join them.
Virtually all stress-reduction tactics fall within these strategies, indicating that the
model is inclusive and robust for any population.
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Alschuler’s Stress-Reducing Strategies

and

Corresponding Tactics

Strategy #1: Social—Supnort/Connectednes*;
(1) Look for signs of stress in other people as diagnostic indicator
to get a clue as to when to help them
Support colleagues (give warm fuzzies, strokes, etc.)
(3) bhare feelings with another person at least once a day
(4) Develop mutual assistant pacts (agree to be on call and help each other)
w) Create a buddy system
(6) Establish telephone hotline
(7) Identify mentors who are willing to help

(8) Utilize more team work

SlrategY #3: Reducing or Preventing

Stressors;

(1) Conduct a stress prevention workshop
(2) Conduct a stress hunt (after identifying and prioritizing stressors, develop
and implement a plan to reduce them)
(3) Reduce teacher/student ratio
(4) Learn how to say no
(5) Create a job rotation system
(6) Lighten the load outside of major job responsibility
(7) Reduce amount of meeting of time
(8) Job sharing
(9) Use volunteers
(10) Take a sabbatical or leave of absence
(11) Negotiate changes and conditions

Strategy #3: Change Perception
(1) Set more realistic goals/recognize limits
(2) Clarify values
a) value the areas of strength in your life
b) emphasize the positive (make positive comparisons, i.e.,
the glass is half-full rather than half empty)
(3) Concentrate on what exists, not what is missing
(Note: These are general tactics; there are many other ways to accomplish
them.)
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Strategy #4: Manage Psychologimi StntP
(1) Learn to relax without drugs
(2) Learn the relaxation response; take long, hot baths
(3) Get more sleep
(4) Establish a decompression routine (like taking 10 minutes on
the way home from work to sit in the park)
(5) Meditate
(6 Cut out all processed sugar and caffeine
(7) Take mini-vacations during the day (5 minutes with feet
up looking out window, breathing deeply)
(8) Use biofeedback to control pulse, GSR (Galvanic Skin Response)
(9) Purge yourself in private (laugh, cry, yell, scream, chop wood)
(10) Get into good physical shape

Strategy #5: Improve Cooing Abilities

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

Manage time better
Get special training in needed skill area
Delegate anything and everything you can
If you’re bored, pick a new topic that interests you; create a new challenge
Read good, professional books
Get help from colleagues

Strategy #6: Counteract Burnout and Promote Renewal

1)
2)
3)
4)

Develop a positive addiction (swimming, hiking, etc.)
Be good to yourself
Balance work and recreation
Exercise

In general, a complete stress reduction-bumout prevention program should
include activities which implement all six of the strategies.
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Reconceptualization of Burnout Prevention Strategies
in Relation to Empathic Humor

In examining Alschuler’s burnout prevention strategies and tactics, it is
apparent that they do two things simultaneously:

1) reduce distress, and 2) promote

wholeness, health, and overall wellness. For example, overall wellness involves
1) loved and loving family and/or friends; 2) sufficient challenges to engage our
connected energies; 3) a reasonably optimistic outlook;
enough to perform the tasks;
avocations.

4) a body that is healthy

5) skills and competencies, and,

6) enjoyable

Because these strategies can be justified from both points of view¬

counteracting burnout and promoting wholeness and health-they can therefore be
described equally as promoting overall wellness.
The table below organizes all of the previously theorized (T) and empirically
researched (R) benefits of Humor and Empathy into five of the six stress-reducing
strategies and shows how empathic humor promotes renewal and, therefore,
counteracts burnout.

Note that Strategy #2, “Reduce the Stressors,” is eliminated

from the table because stressors are external stimuli and are not directly affected by
empathic humor, which focuses on internal responses to the external stimuli.
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TABLE 2.1

OF HUMOR AND empathy for
reducing stress and promoting renewal
(R= Research

T=Theorv)-1—77---

-1

HUMOR

| EMPATHY

1. SOCIAL SUPPORT/CONNECTEDNESS
-connectedness enhanced
-group tension diffused

~

"

“

-interpersonal communication increased
-peer relationships enhanced
-productivity increased

T

T

R
R
R

R

-prosocial behavior motivated

T

R
n
T

reciprocal empathy in others motivated
-role-taking tendencies promoted
-self disclosure increased

R
T

R

2- REDUCE STRESSORS (not addressed)
3. PERCEPTION CHANGES
-acuity to simultaneously grasp logical, concrete
and abstract elements of problem

R

—

—

T

-distancing capability increased
-insight facilitated

T

_

R

-intelligence may be increased
-paradoxical opposites reconciled
-perceptions changed

T
T
T

T
T

-attentiveness
increased

to

environmental

stimuli

-positive view of people may be motivated
-self-acceptance enhanced

may

be

—

R

_
_

T

—

4. IMPROVED PHYSICAL REACTIONS
-blood pressure lowered
-both brain hemispheres activated
-cathartic release
-endorphins released
-heart rate reduced

T

-immune system enhanced

—

R
R

—
—

T
T

R
—

-life expectancy increased
-respiration rate reduced

T
T
T

R
R
—

-stress reduced

R

R
Continued
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5. IMPROVED COPING SKILLS
-affert
raicprl
"
ClllLLl ldloCU

-—

HUMOR

-aggression reduced-coping mechanism/safetv valve
-learning skills enhanced
--personal adjustment enhanced
-personal change facilitated

T
T
T
T
T
—

EMPATHY

R
T

6. BURNOUT COUNTERACTED/RENEWAL PROMOTED
-anxiety relieved
-depression lifted
-ego strength increased
-hopefulness increased
-individuated sense of self enhanced
-maturity may be enhanced
-self-esteem enhanced
-survival mechanism

T
T
R
T
T
T
T
T

T

T
T
R
T

Empathic humor not only combines the benefits of empathy and humor, but also
may potentiate them so that the interaction of empathy and humor actually produces
effects greater than the sum of either of them does alone.

The effects of empathic

humor should help reduce stress in the following ways:
1. Promote Social Support/Connectedness

Empathic humor points out

the commonalities in the human condition and allows us to make fun of them. Sharing
difficult life experiences with others helps lighten the load.

Caplan (1974) believes

that social support helps people “master the challenges and strains of their lives”
(p. 4) and provides opportunity for feedback and validation. By encouraging people to
step into one another’s shoes, empathic humor promotes role-taking and precipitates
prosocial behavior.

It improves communication, interpersonal relationships, increases

self-disclosure and group productivity, and reduces group tension.
empathic humor helps groups and individuals to function better.
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In other words,

According to Alschuler (1980) “virtually all writers and fighters of burnout
agree that support groups help prevent burnout and facilitate a wide range of other
constructive activities (p. 73).

He points out that while support groups need not be

complicated, lengthy, or formal, two essential elements must be present for them to be
effective.

1) a chance to express one’s feelings (any feelings, positive or negative);

and, 2) a chance to receive support (encouragement, a compliment, a warm fuzzy, a
stroke, a hug, or a statement of appreciation).

As defined by Alschuler, support

groups can be large and formal (a workshop), or small (only two people) and informal
(people who car pool to work).

What must take place, however, is a sharing of

feelmgs and some indication of support, whether among professional colleagues or
with a loved spouse or partner, family member, or friend.

Edelwich (1980) suggests

that burnout preventing interventions may be “fueled in part by one’s own strength
and in part by support and guidance from peers, supervisors, family and friends, or
whoever else is important in one’s
change (p. 191).

life [and] may be a temporary stopgap or a real

Botkin (1982) reports on studies which demonstrate repeatedly

that social connectedness and support are correlated with higher levels of physical and
mental health than social detachment and isolation.
What emerges from these diverse studies...is a
consistent and compelling documentation of the
importance of social support for stress and health. Social
support has been repeatedly demonstrated to be a
significant variable for decreasing stress and reducing the
negative physical and psychological health outcomes of
high stress, (p. 8)

It is my contention that the strength of empathic humor lies in its ability to
connect people through shared vulnerability and relational interaction. This is what I
believe support groups are all about and the reason why they are effective.

As

previously pointed out, “Social Support/Connectedness” the first of the five suggested
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previously pointed out, -Social Support/Connec.edness” the firs, of the five suggested
stress-reducing strategies, is also the foundation from which all the others emerge, as
follows:
2. Change Perception. Empathic humor promotes alternative and divergent
thinking by inviting people to look at things from new angles, get different perspective
on problems, reconcile apparent opposites, and more easily accept oneself and others.
Recognizing that things are no, always what they appear to be increases insight and
gives people a more positive perception of themselves and one other.
3. Reduce Harmful Physical Effects. Empathic humor benefits overall
health by decreasing the negative effects of stress.

Laughing and prosocial acts

activates the release of endorphins (literally translated as “the morphine within”),
which relieve pain and anxiety naturally and reduce depression.

During the physical

act of laughter, respiration is enhanced, blood pressure is lowered, and the relaxation
response is activated. Since one cannot be responsive to humor and be anxious at the
same time, utilizing empathic humor can put one in a better frame of mind.
4. Improve

Coping

Abilities.

By pointing

out

the

funny

side of

unchangeable difficult situations, empathic humor helps makes them easier to
negotiate by offering an opportunity to see how others have coped with similar
problems. In addition, the act of laughing acts as a safety valve while simultaneously
activating the right and the left hemispheres of the brain (as quoted by Robinson,
1983, in McGhee & Goldstein). When all the senses are coordinated, the brain works
at its fullest capacity.

This extraordinary state of consciousness allows one to see

not only the logical and concrete solutions to a problem, but the abstract and subtle
nuances as well, thereby expanding one’s choices of how to respond or cope.
5. Counteracting

Burnout

and

Promoting

Renewal.

In addition to

reducing the antecedent conditions of burnout and increasing those of renewal, several
aspects of empathic humor directly affect burnout and renewal.
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Depression and

maturity are enhanced. In summaty, empathtc humor helps access personal power and
promotes feelmgs of success, satisfaction and hope.
While virtually all of the literature focuses on total burnout, i.e„ the condition
which results when all four of the burnout characteristics are activated, 1 believe that
different degrees of the burnout characteristics exist in everyone and are in a constant
state of flux, depending on the potency of the stressors and the strength of a person’s
ability to cope with them. Therefore, the concept of burnout by degree encompasses
the everyday stressors which get in the way of effective daily functioning.

When

viewed from this perspective, each of the burnout characteristics would fall within the
following continuum:

TABLE 2.2

BURNOUT DEGREE CONTINUUM

1
not at all

2
mildly

3
moderately

4
very

5
totally

+

+

+/-

-

-

Using this model to measure the degree of burnout would render burnout total
only when each of the four characteristics reaches and remains at the negative end
(totally burned out) of the continuum. Even though cases of total burnout and ways to
prevent it have been documented throughout the literature, it stands to reason that the
fluctuating nature of the burnout characteristics would lend themselves to
interventions designed to help people work through them to arrest their progress
before they become totally unmanageable.
characteristics, would be encouraged.
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In this way their opposites, i.e., renewal

before they become totally unmanageable.

In this way their opposites, i.e., renewal

characteristics, would be encouraged.
The next chapter will describe the evolution of Empathic Humor Workshops
and outline specific workshop activities and strategies, showing how they are
implemented, and how they impact the five stress reducing strategies.

88

CHAPTER 3
THE DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION OF
EMPATHIC humor WORKSHOPS

The primary goal of Empathic Humor Workshops is to counteract burnout and
therefore, promote renewal.

Empathic Humor Workshops

have been designed to

impact five of the six stress reducing strategies outlined by Alschuler (1980). This is
accomplished through a series of psychological educational interventions intended to
accomplish those mtra- and inter-personal growth outcomes indicated in the Humor
and Empathy Combined Benefits chart (Table 2.1).
Though the existing burnout prevention strategies and Empathic Humor
Workshops share the same ends, the Empathic Humor Workshop is a new means not
previously included in the burnout prevention literature.

Since Empathic Humor

Workshops have the advantage of directly impacting all but one of the burnout
prevention strategies at the same time, they can be considered an all-purpose,
innovative way to help reduce distress, counteract burnout, and promote renewal.
Empathic Humor Workshops are an outgrowth of Psychological Education,
which differs from traditional academic education in its focus on psychological goals
rather than academic knowledge, and in its emphasis on feelings and actions as well
as thoughts.

Psychological Educational includes such well known trainings as

achievement motivation development (McClelland, 1969), values clarification (Simon,
Howe, & Kirschenbaum, 1972), transactional analysis (Beme, in James & Jongeward,
1971), self-science education (Weinstein, Hardin, & Weinstein, 1976), and self
knowledge (Alschuler, et al., 1976).

Each of these trainings utilizes experiential

learning, which is the focal point of Empathic Humor Workshops.
Empathic Humor Workshops differ from counseling and psychotherapy because
they focus on normally healthy people who wish to realize more of their human
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potential, thereby encouraging positive mental health, the essence of which is an
ongoing process alternately called self-actualization, self realization, personal growth,
or becoming, e.g., realizing one’s own potential.
As noted by Seligman (1988), however, the process of realizing one's potential
is not an easy one.

His research into the current increase in vulnerability to

depression, e.g., hopelessness, giving up, passivity, and low self-esteem, led him to
suggest that this increase might be due to the new exaltation of the individual. This
age of personal control is the result of a shift from a belief that people are largely
driven by external forces, to a belief that the “site of action

[is] within the self

(p. 52).” While on the one hand, this new focus in human behavior would appear to
increase one’s feelings of personal control, Seligman believes it inevitably results in
feelings of personal failure:

...we blindly accept soaring expectations for the self-as if
some idiot raised the ante on what it takes to be a normal
human being. What’s remarkable is not that we fail on
some but that we achieve so many. (Seligman, p. 52)

Seligman contends that the current epidemic of depression is based in
rampant individualism [which] carries with it the seeds of its own destruction.
Individualism without commitment to the common good produces widespread
depression and meaningless (p. 55)”

He argues that the way to lower depression

and make life more meaningful is to strike a balance between individualism and
commitment to the common good.

This same balance is also essential in

counteracting burnout and promoting renewal, and is the focus of Empathic Humor
Workshops, which combine a commitment to oneself with a commitment to the
common good.
The first section describes the evolution of my Empathic Humor Workshop,
followed by an overview describing the workshop activities within the design.
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The

mam purpose is to illustrate how each of the activities impacts the five stress reducing
strategies used to counteract burnout and promote renewal. Whenever applicable, the
description of each activity will also include its goals, participants' reactions, and
facilitator comments and self-disclosure.
The fmal section will include a Summary Matrix to specifically show the
relationship between the activities and the five stress-reducing strategies as outlined
by Alschuler.

Evolution ,uf Emnnthic Humor Workshops

The idea for empathic humor came about as the result of various incidents from
my personal and professional life, as well as a “natural bent” toward the ridiculous
which appeared during my childhood and never left. Since about the age of two, I have
been known as “laughing Juliann,” a label which is still with me because my sense of
humor permeates the way I negotiate my world. I learned to use humor as a survival
mechanism when I was only six years old. My sister, who was three, became a polio
victim and spent seven months in different hospitals while on the road to recovery.
My mother claims my sense of playfulness and joy helped her and my father to get
their minds off my sister s illness. In addition to helping me through the tough times,
and bringing me joy, humor also adds to my communication skills.
In my career as a television news writer/producer in New York and
Washington, D.C., I came in contact with all types of people ranging from janitors,
medical personnel, and parents, to members of Congress, and movie stars. My innate
use of humor helped me to connect with all of them and seemed to transcend age,
culture, and profession. I believe this was due to the common ground from which the
humor emerged.

For instance, I helped them over their nervousness by gently using

humor to name what was going on and always tried to make analogies to something
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similar which I might have experienced myself. This approach was usually successful
in disarming and relaxing them, which caused me to become curious to identify and
learn more about that type of humor which fosters connectedness by focusing on
shared humanity. This is the very same type of humor popularized by observational
comics:

One of the healthiest laughs is the laugh of recognition.
Real affection is awarded to the comic who catches us
with our private thoughts hanging out or responding
absurdly to the daily evils of modem life. That laugh tells
our private selves we are not so alone, not so stupid as
we think. Craziness shared is not so crazy. (Alarik
1989, p. 28)

‘Shared craziness” seems to help increase self- and other-acceptance, to
reduce stress and to increase overall wellness. I found this to be true during my first
official teaching experience as an instructor for the undergraduate section of
Education of the Self.”

The curriculum design of this personal growth course

contains a combination of non-competitive games, lectures, journal writing, and
introspective, experiential exercises which are based on several of the theories which
form the basis for psychological education. Prior to teaching the undergraduate course,
I was a student in the graduate-level class.

As I became more familiar with the

course and the teaching style of Jerry Weinstein, the professor who created it,
something clicked. I felt that I could teach it some day and tentatively mentioned that
fact to Jerry, who replied, ‘‘Of course. You’re the type.” Though I wasn’t quite sure
at the time, I think what he meant was that my style of teaching would probably be
similar to his.

He was right.

The

crazy side of his personality is a big part of his

teaching style, and also part of the reason for the popularity of the course. While his
humorous way of looking at life makes him non-threatening to his students, he also
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models a willingness to laugh at himself and share his own vulnerability by his use of
self-disclosure.
During the three years I taught “Ed Self,” I found that my similar use of humor
and self-disclosure gave my students permission to do the same and helped them feel
comfortable.

Student evaluations often included comments about how my sense of

humor made it easier for them to work through difficult, introspective exercises as well
as reminding them to use humor to cope with their own difficult situations. Although I
was not consciously aware of it at the time, empathy was also a part of my teaching
style. The bumps m the path of my growing up helped make me more sensitive to the
difficulties in the students’ lives, and consequently, more empathic.

They often

mentioned that I made them feel like equals without any sense of “me against them,”
only a feeling of safety and connectedness. The hands-on experience and success of
my use of

connecting” humor in an educational setting gave more impetus to my

quest to define it. The search seemed to take on a life of its own.
In the Fall of 1984, a professor who knew of my interest in the topic gave me a
flyer for a humor conference in New York, which focused on the role of humor in the
healing arts.

While attending the conference, I met presenters Matt Weinstein and

Joel Goodman, two nationally-known humor consultants.

Coincidentally,

both

completed their graduate studies at the University of Massachusetts in the School of
Education’s Psychological Education Concentration, just like I am doing. In fact, Matt
Weinstein is one of the co-authors of the “Educational of the Self’ teacher’s manual,
having also taught it as an graduate assistant.

He invited me to be his guest at a

repeat of the humor conference, three weeks later in Washington, D.C.

The

conferences legitimized humor as a serious field of study, and gave me confidence that
my instincts about using humor to help people connect, feel better about themselves,
and cope, were correct.

I knew my search to define and utilize “common
*

denominator” humor would have a positive outcome.
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The amount of humor literature seemed endless, yet there was no specific
focus on

the

connectedness” aspect which I was trying to convey. Again, destiny

stepped in. In a Humanistic Education seminar, we read a paper called “Empathy and
Self Boundaries (Jordan, 1985),” which
human echo

produced a definition of empathy as “the

(Kohut, 1978). Following up on a suggestion by Professor Weinstein, I

began a search of the empathy literature to see whether it in any way meshed with
humor. Despite the many similarities in the benefits of humor and empathy within the
physical, psychological, and social domains uncovered by the literature search,
once were they explicitly connected in theory.

not

For this reason, I chose to draw a

comparison between them for the contents of my doctoral comprehensive examination.
While my research and teaching of the “Ed Self’ class continued, I began to
lead workshops in New Games-the non-competitive games where everybody wins
(for which I had been trained in 1983).

As my expertise in the fields of humor and

empathy and in psychological education increased over the next three years,
content of my workshops began to change.

the

In addition to the New Games, I

incorporated some of the “Education of the Self’ concepts, along with original
exercises which I created, which added kinesthetic components to some of the the
implicit learnings (these will be elaborated on later in this Chapter). Variations of this
multi-faceted design have evolved into what are now known as Empathic Humor
Workshops.
Through word-of-mouth, I have been asked to conduct nearly 150 in the last
three years, for populations including social service workers, foster parents, teachers,
student activities directors, student personnel, residential education personnel,
hospice volunteers, corporate administrators, retired nuns, and many others.

The

response has been quite favorable, resulting in radio, television, and newspaper
publicity (see Appendix C). Whether the workshop participants are professional or
non-professional, college students or older adults, empathic humor appears to ring true
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for anyone who has life responsibilities and is looking for ways to make them easier to
negotiate. When people realize that they are not alone in their struggles and that they
have more control than they think they do. daily stressors often become easier to
manage. This is the main goal of my Empathic Humor workshops, the results of which
appear to promote renewal by counteracting burnout.

Workshop

Overview

The purpose of the following overview of an empathic humor workshop is to
provide a detailed description of the activities and a better understanding of its goals.
The description will be organized sequentially in order to more clearly illustrate the
integration of the elements of:
2) games and music;

1) facilitator lecture, self-disclosure, and comments;

and 3) partner and group processing.

In some cases, general

reactions from the participants will be included in order to more clearly illustrate how
integral a part the participants play in the overall design concept.
Describing what happens in my empathic humor workshops is no less
complex than the many attempts to explain the theories surrounding empathy and
humor.

Because both topics lend themselves to subjective scrutiny, the resulting

theories are as diverse as the theorists themselves.

Similarly, a general description

of an empathic humor workshop addresses only one level and does not capture the
subliminal, non-verbal interaction and psychic spirit that ensues.

However, those

specific design components which can be described, along with some explicit
reactions to them, follow.

Workshop Introduction
I usually begin the workshop with a short personal biography and an
explanation of how the concept of empathic humor evolved from a combination of 1) my
own personality (“crazier than most”); 2) my work in television (“where I discovered
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that my use of humor made me more approachable ”); 3) my performing (“from the
time I was 7, always noticing that people from different walks of life often laughed at
the same thmgs ), and 4) teaching personal growth classes at the University of
Massachusetts.
I then explain my basic philosophy on the shared essence of humanity which I
believe includes universal needs, hopes, and dreams; along with my goal to motivate
people to reach out to each other through an awareness of what they have in
common.

My hypothesis is that empathic humor may be a key to more easily

accepting the differences in others by recognizing the commonalities. It is this base
of social support and connectedness which marks the beginnings of the workshop’s
impact on the stress reducing strategies.
The participants are made aware that the workshop is designed to help them
counteract burnout and promote renewal by showing them how to access some
personal growth skills which they probably already have, but forgot how to use. In
describing the workshop components (“play”, “talk,” “listen,” “laugh,” “think”), I
tell them no one will be forced to do anything that feels uncomfortable, but also point
out that if the discomfort lies in the fear of looking silly, they should remember that
everyone else will be looking silly too.
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Some of the general workshop goals are outlined within the acronym
‘ARSENAL,” written either on newsprint or a chalkboard:

TABLE 3.1

EMPATHIC HUMOR A-R-S-E-N-A-L
Some ways in which empathic humor acts as a storehouse of ammunition to counteract
burnout and promote renewal :
Access to personal power
Reframing Tools enhanced
Self Acceptance enhanced
Energy increased
Negativity reduced
Attitudes changed
Leaming/loving of self and others increased

Whenever possible, I try to include comments about the group’s profession or
collective goals in order to let the participants know that I am familiar with their work
and commitment or feelings about it.

For instance, when presenting in front of a

group of residential education personnel, explaining that I “lived in” for two years as
a residential hall staff professional helps them to trust me because they realize I’m
not just talking at them, but really understand from their point of view because I have
shared the experience. My fifteen years in television news and public affairs and the
various careers I had before returning to graduate school have given me an expansive
background of experience from which to draw, affording me a working knowledge of
most of the groups I train.
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The introduction ends with a few comments about the importance of reaching
for the inner child that so many of us keep hidden.

To support my belief that it is

almost impossible to cope as an adult without utilizing child-like innocence, wonder,
play and togetherness, I do the following:

First, I introduce a huge, stuffed teddy

bear named “Augustus,” who is about the size of a 3-year old child, explaining that I
will pass him around to be hugged, whispered to, whatever, to help the participants
recapture some of their childhood memories or create a new one to replace one they
may never have had.

I learned this technique from laugh therapist Annette

Goodheart . After introducing “Augustus” I read an excerpt from “All I Ever Needed
to Know I Learned in Kindergarten” (Flugham, 1988) (see Appendix B) which
describes specifics like, “Don’t hit,” “Put things back where you found them,”
ending with the basic premise that “it is still tme, no matter how old you are, when
you go out into the world, it is best to hold hands and stick together.” Then I read a I
quote by actor Tom Hanks, who described how it felt to play a 12-year old boy
trapped in the body of a grown man in the hit movie, “Big.” Though the character
played by Hanks had the body of an adult, he faced the world with his 12-year old
persona intact.

The impact of that child-like innocence and wonder was not lost on

Hanks, who told TV interviewer Barbara Walters:

To be 12 again is to forget social discipline and remember
the simply joys that are there. A kid can have more fun
with a manual can opener than with a toy helicopter. In
playing this kid, I rediscovered a little something about
myself. He was a great kid...no ego...no competition. It
was great to be him. I wish I could be him now. (Hanks,
1989)
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In order to keep everyone in a playful, “inner-child- frame-of-mind.the
activities begin with a noisy, active game called “Incorporations” (Weinstein &
Goodman, 1980), which breaks the ice and gets everyone moving.

“Incorporating”
The object of this game, taken from the book, Playfair (Weinstein &
Goodman, 1980) is to form and re-form groups as quickly as possible, without
worrying if you’re doing it right
good time”).

(“It’s not about being perfect, it’s about having a

I stand on a chair so they can see me, yelling out the first of five

categories (“Groups of three!”), blow my whistle, and they’re off! Every six seconds
or so, I blow the whistle again and yell out another category, ending with, “Find
someone bom m the same month you were.”

Pandemonium breaks out as each

person simultaneously screams out his/her birth month, and runs to find the
appropriate group, all the while laughing and loosening up. Each “birth month group”
forms a tight circle with arms around each others’ waists, and takes turns shouting
out their month while at the same time leaping in the air as a unified group. Before
the feet of the January group come back to the ground, the February group must leap
in the air shouting, “February,” and so on, until all twelve months have taken a turn.
Once people get the hang of the “wave” effect, their excitement usually causes them
to keep doing it over and over again until I blow the final whistle to stop them.
“Incorporations” helps dissipate those feelings of insecurity we have all
experienced when feeling like the outsider who would love to be included.

I am

always amazed at how quickly people’s attitudes change from initial panic (“Oh, my
God!

I can’t believe she expects us to play games; I’m gonna look like a fool”), to a

general feeling of connectedness, excitement, and anticipation
ready...let’s go!”).

99

(“okay, we’re

“Gel Off M. pa..h»
Tlus exercise helps people let go of a personal or professional problem that
might ge, in the way of their fully concentrating on the workshop, whtle also giving
them some space from it.

Created by humor consultant, Matt Weinstein (1985), it

breaks down as follows:
Participants are instructed to visualize any problem that has been •‘bugging’’
them-the type they wish someone else could take care of, but know that ultimately
they will have to take responsibility for it themselves.
Next, they are told to picture the problem as a life-sized, slimy green monster,
with horns and a tail, whose arms are hanging over their shoulders and whose legs
are wrapped around their legs.
The participants then stand with their feet apart, elbows crooked, and fists
forward.

This stance magically transforms their elbows into lethal weapons with

enough power to kill their monsters by giving it four deadly shots in the ribs, while
simultaneously shouting “£ET-QFF-MY-BACKP (one word for each of the four
shots) at the top of their lungs.
I demonstrate first and they usually giggle. On the count of three, we all do it
together and everyone goes crazy, shouting, and stomping the monster to death. The
silliness of this exercise gives the participants an idea of the uninhibited exercises
which lie ahead.

At the same time, it helps them to relax, demonstrates a universal

problem, and prepares them for the more risky, introspective exercises which come
later.

The Lau^h Profile/Enitanhs©
I designed this fill-in-the-blank exercise (see Appendix B) for people to
examine how much humor they let into their lives.
categories to be filled in accordingly:
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It includes the following six

1) Giggle-makers in my life, 2) People I make

laugh, 3) Safe/Support people, 4) Things I laugh at,
6) Thumb Print or Epitaph:

5) Fun things to do, and,

a self-chosen word or phrase which might go on your

tombstone, describing how your presence in the world made it a better place.
Sometimes the participants get anxious when they read over the contents of
this exercise, and sometimes try to use it to reinforce feelings of self-deprecation.
Because I have learned from previous workshops that this may be the case, I explain
that this exercise is neither a test nor a way for people to judge themselves harshly
and usually say something like: “If you’re looking at the list and saying to yourself.
Oh, God. I don’t make anybody laugh; there must be something wrong with me,’
that s not what this is about. It’s just a way for you to look at how you might increase
the use of humor in your life.”
The sixth and last item on the Laugh Profile, the Epitaph, marks the beginning
of the personal growth learning tools and interventions which are interspersed
throughout the workshop. It offers an opportunity for the participants to say something
good about themselves in a world that often treats self-praise as a self-indulgent
undertaking.
lasagna,

I strongly discourage impersonal attributes, like, “I make good

asking instead for a word or phrase they would put on their tombstones so

that anyone reading them would know what it was about their presence in the world
that made it a better place.

Most people find it very hard to say good things about

themselves publicly and I let them know that I understand that.

The results are

sometimes funny, often touching, and cover a wide range of human uniqueness. The
following Epitaphs were taken from the two workshops I used for the study to be
detailed in a subsequent chapter.
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TABLE 3.2

EPITAPHS
-Always excelled at being a friend.
-Cared for people and was there when someone needed a friend.
-A heart that warmed a thousand hearts.
-Don t want nothing but a good time.
-Once remembered, once kind, once comical... never forgotten
-Isn’t life delicious.
-Tins man’s optimism engulfed more than himself.
-Friendly, logical and extremely ambitious.
-Bemg with John is always a new experience. Too bad he’s gone.
-A good guy and one of the richest in the Continental United States
-Still confused.
-Would rather help others than help herself.
-She tried to have it all and look where it got her.
-No pigeons please! She made a difference because she cared.
-He got it all by giving it all away.
-May I help you?
-Never too old for a bear hug.
-She ran the weekly pool.

After the Laugh Profiles are completed, participants are asked to find a partner
and share what they have written.

This sometimes triggers negative messages, like

“why would anyone want me for a partner,” which I refer to as “the Junior Prom
Syndrome,” e.g., “nobody’s going to ask me to dance.” When I say this everyone
laughs in recognition. Sharing the pain makes it easier to deal with and brings out into
the open what many people were thinking.
After they finish working with partners, the Epitaphs are read out loud to the
whole group.

In order take the pressure off having to read one’s own, partners are

asked to swap sheets and read each other’s.

Since most of my workshops are

presented to groups of people who work together, I arrange to have a list of all the
individual Epitaphs typed and distributed to the participants in the week following the
workshop.

This gives everyone the opportunity to hang the list on their bulletin
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boards as a reminder that even a co-worker who is driving them nuts has some
positive attributes, one of which might very well be hidden somewhere on that
anonymous list.

Kntfts/Name Cnime/Groun .IugglinW“No One’s Nornml”
The following series of games (Fluegelman, 1976) and music expands upon
the theme that no one is perfect, emphasizing that it’s okay not to be. To shift gears
from a thinking mode to a playful one, I begin with a game of cooperation called
Knots, which begins with a circle of between 6 and 8 people. The directions are for
each person to cross his/her hands at the wrist, reach into the circle and grab the
hands of two separate people, not the person on either side of them. This causes the
circle to become knotted. The object of the game, then, is to untie the group knot and
become an open circle again, without letting go of anyone’s hand. Untying the knot is
actually a lesson in cooperation,

in addition to being a lot of fun.

It’s quite a sight

with lots of giggling. While the untying proceeds, I shout, “Be careful of each other.
You’re all somebody’s baby.” I learned this phrase from humanistic educator Sidney
Simon and use it because it made quite an impact on me when I first heard it. Indeed,
participants have told me that it causes

them to think about each other in a more

gentle way.
Knots is followed by an active, participatory Name Game used not only to
help them learn each other’s names, but also to reduce the normal name-recall
anxiety inherent in a large group.
Circles are formed made up of about 8 to 10 people and establish who in each
circle will go first.

Everyone is asked to count the syllables in their names create a

motion containing as many movements as the number of syllables in their names.
Example:

Using my own name as an example, I demonstrate how the name and

motion go together. “Ju-li-ann” is three syllables, so the motion might look like this:
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TABLE 3.3
NAME-MOTION
Motion

EXAMPLE
Syllable

1. Clap hands together
2. Right hand slaps right thigh
3. Left hand slaps left thigh

“Ju-”
“-li-”
“-ann”

After first person does name/motion, the whole circle repeats the name/motion
in exactly the same way. Going clockwise within the circle, person #2 does his/her
name and motion. Again, the whole circle repeats it, then goes back to person #1,
and repeats that one.

Then it’s person #3’s turn, and so forth.

Each time a new

person s name/motion is added, the whole circle repeats it to memorize it, then goes
back to person #1, does that one, then proceeds to #2, does that one, and so on, until
everyone in the circle has had a turn. In addition to laughing and having a good time,
each circle ends up looking like the Rockettes or a similar synchronized group.
The Name Game circles stay intact to take part in Group Juggling.

One

person is given a tennis ball (thereby designated “the ball person”), and the
direction is to begin a throwing pattern in which the ball is thrown across the circle,
from one person to another, in a star formation, until everyone has received it once,
passed it on to someone else, and so forth. When everyone has had a turn, the last
person to receive it throws it back to “the ball person” who begins the same tossing
pattern again, and so on. However, there are two more mles, one of which makes
this task-oriented game nearly impossible.

First, while tossing the ball, the

“thrower” must always say the name of the “throw-ee.” Secondly, any time a ball
comes into anyone’s hands, he or she must continue the throwing pattern as before.
This last, seemingly innocuous rule actually results in chaos, because what I don’t
tell them is that I will be running from circle to circle, handing tennis balls to anyone I
choose, who must continue the pattern, until each circle ends up with anywhere from
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4 to 8 tennis balls-aU of which are being tossed in different stages of the established
P

the same time.

People start

dropping the balls, chasing them, picking

them up, and throwing them in all directions; all the while laughing uncontrollably.
Finally, I blow the whistle, tell them give themselves a hand for a job well done, and
ask for the tennis balls back (which can be dangerous, as I discovered when 60 foster
parents threw them at me-all at the same time!) and ask them to sit down to catch
their breaths.
There is a method to this madness. Group Juggling is used as an analogy for
those times in life when we are afraid to tackle something new for fear of doing it
wrong, or appearing “not perfect.”

The tennis ball toss, though unexpected and

chaotic, does get easier as they keep doing it.

Comparing it with learning any new

skill, like tennis or a musical instrument, I remind them that all skills have to be
learned. The lesson is really about being willing to try, instead of just giving up when
we think we don’t have what it takes.

I offer this quote, a paraphrase from a song I

once heard on the radio: “It’s better to try to fly and fall than not to try to fly at all.”
This portion of the workshop ends with a sing-a-long, which often strikes fear
in the hearts of anyone who grew up with the painful childhood memory of being
asked to either hum or “mouth the words because you’re throwing everyone off.” I
talk about this and tell them is anyone can sing if they want to, despite someone
else’s opinion that they cannot.

Because the song I use was written for children,

some feel it is ridiculous. As it turns out, however, comments from past evaluations
state that this song is one of the most memorable and effective elements in the
workshop.
Written by Psychologist/Songwriter Peter Alsop (1985) for children 9-years
old and up,

“No One’s Normal” (See Appendix B) focuses on children who are

“different.”

The background story is about a little boy named Garbidian

who

discovers the magic land of Cloover (“the sunny meadow just this side of the
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rainbow ) which is inhabited by “Wellins,” magical creatures who are good friends
because they accept everyone just as they are.

When Garbidian tells his earth

friends about his discovery, they laugh at him and tell him to go home and play with
his imaginary friends. Garbidian goes home and runs to his room crying. One of the
Wellins (“Bindie Spindle”) magically appears:
you crying?

“Hello, my Earth friend.

Why are

Garbidian explains, “I guess it’s my own fault....I’ve told my friends

about you and all the other Wellins I met in Cloover...they think I’m a little nuts.

I

guess they only like people who are normal.” Bindle-Spindle replies, “Garbidian, you
know that no one’s normal... we’re all unique and different; each of us is special.”
And the song’s chorus begins, “No one’s normal, you know that!
bats!

Everyone’s a little

No one’s normal, look and see-e-e-e-e, we’re all a little cra-zy!” The lyrics

describe some people’s crazy habits, from Megan, who burps from ginger ale, to
Donna, who want to be the Pope, to Andy, who eats yellow snow.

After some

trepidation, the participants begin singing, and end with a rousing round of self¬
applause. Clearly, the message of unconditional acceptance is not lost on the adults.

Embarrassing

Moments

Exchanging real-life embarrassing moments gives participants the opportunity
to recognize that situations which may have once seemed excruciating, can be
diffused when viewed in a humorous way. I begin with with a story of my own, which
took place at a workshop witnessed by my parents.

While standing on a chair

leading the frenetic “Incorporations” game (which is somewhat precarious, since I
am not a tiny person), out of the comer of my eye I noticed my father walking towards
me with a worried look on his face.

I stopped the game, explaining, “My daddy

wants me,” and bent down, microphone in hand, to see what he wanted.

With the

microphone pointing right at his lips, he announced, “That chair is not going to hold
you.” While the room full of foster parents howled, I tried to reason with him: “Can
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we talk about this later?
get hurt.

rm busy now.”

He persisted, “Get down, you’re gonna

Finally, just when I had him convinced to go back to his chair, my mother

jumped up and shouted, “Leave her alone, Frank.”

Then, turning toward the

audience,” she continued, “He always does this to her.” (Then, she turned back to
Frank)

...c mon, Frank, sit down.” There we were, a reasonable facsimile of “The

Three Stooges,” and everyone was having a wonderful time, because they were all
familiar with what was going on. No matter how old we get, we are always children
to our parents. I had a choice either to die from embarrassment (although no one has
yet), or recognize the situation for what it was and let go of it. And besides, it was
very funny.
Telling that story to workshop participants as an introduction to their sharing
their own embarrassing moments with partners gives them a chance not only to see
me as a real person, but models a way for them to look at their own embarrassing
moments in a new light. They have fun and are often able to let go of what may have
seemed an unacceptable part of their “imperfect” selves.

Trust Walk/“I Wanna Trv It,,,
People are asked to find partners, with one taking the role of a parent and the
other, a child.
roles.

This exercise is done in two rounds so each person gets to play both

The object is for the “parent” to take “the child” around the room and

surrounding areas and let the child explore it with his/her eyes closed. This is a non¬
verbal exercise, so all communication is done through physical touch alone. At the end
of each 35-40 second round, the participants are asked to freeze and those playing the
“children” are

open their eyes.

Despite their previous familiarity with the room,

those who had their eyes closed are quite surprised at how
Then the roles are reversed.

After the second round, I talk about how

unfamiliar a familiar place can become when one is not able to see and must rely on

107

someone else ,o be their eyes and their pro.ee.or.

Though the main object of this

exercise is trust, the participants are also asked to look a. the

ways in which they

lead (controUing/non-controlling) and follow (give up their personal power or reclaim
it).

The Trust Walk segment ends with the parmers sharing their own reactions to

each role and any new learnings regarding their own leader and follower styles.
This “trust exercise” ends with another Alsop (1987) song called. “I Wanna
Try It" (see Appendix B), which addresses how parents or people in authority don’t
always take the time to ask for the child's input when teaching them something new,
but force the child to do it their way. The lyrics of the chorus speak from the hean of
the ignored child: ”1 wanna try it, I wanna try it; give me a chance to learn. I wanna
try it, I wanna try it; it’s my nun.” Again, this lesson in children’s relationships with
peers and adults is one which applies to other teaching-learning situations as well.

Favorite Ice Cream
This exercise, learned from Joel Goodman at a humor conference in 1984, is a
playful way to examine listening skills. People are asked to find partners and to then
choose which of them will be the Volkswagen and which will be the Cadillac; they
cannot choose the same car. This big-car/small car choice often elicits inferior/superior
feelings, which are immediately squashed when I tell them that “for the first time in
automotive history, the Volkswagen gets to go ahead of the Cadillac.” The game is
played in two rounds.

In the first round, each Volkswagen has 30-to-45 seconds to

convince the Cadillac, in any way they can, that their favorite ice cream flavor (the
Cadillac’s) should be the same as the Volkswagen’s.

On the other hand, the

Cadillacs are instructed to totally ignore anything the Volkswagen does or says, no
matter how animated or frantic a Volkswagen he/she becomes.

The participants can

walk, run, jump, sing, dance, move around, use the whole room—anything to help the
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Volkswagens convince the Cadillacs to pay attention to them and get them to change
their minds about their favorite ice cream flavor.
Once each person has had a turn trying to convince the partner, they are asked
to sit down with their and share what they learned about themselves regarding how
they get people to listen to them-did they cajole, yell, beg, bargain, give up, what?
Before the sharing process begins, I usually ask something like this, “Even though
this was only a game, didn’t the pain of being ignored start to feel too close to real
life? Fll bet at some point some of you couldn’t wait for me to blow the whistle so the
game would end.’’

By way of comparison, I ask them to think back to the Laugh

Profile sharing and how much nicer it was to really be listened to and heard. There is
always a good amount of recognition and agreement here, and my goals is for them to
respect their own and each other’s feelings.
My training repertoire includes many other activities, not outlined here, which
accomplish similar goals to those described above.

I am flexible in what I use and

make my choices based on the continuous needs assessment I make as a workshop
progresses, and as I become more familiar with the group.

There are some basics,

however, from which I do not deviate, based on reactions and comments from previous
workshop participants.

One which has caused the most positive feedback is a

powerful reframing tool, which I designed to help people learn to be more accepting
and tolerant of themselves and each other. Its description follows:

Balloon Reframe©
This exercise teaches people a way to positively reframe some of the negative
messages they have carried around since childhood.

I make reference to those times

when efforts to do our adult best are interrupted by “old tapes” from childhood which
programmed us to feel “not good enough.”

These messages not only come from

parents, but other authority figures like relatives, teachers, the media, and even from
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peers.

I

suggest that m order t0 get on w„h our ^

^

^ ^ ^

believing those messages and even try to forgive the person who may have been
responsible for it. The balloon reframe helps to do that.

Part I
Each participant is given a 9-inch balloon, and a two-inch square blank piece of
paper. Without identifying themselves in anyway, the group is instructed to write
down one negative message they remember from childhood, which they still surfaces
to affect their adult self-confidence. Once written, the message is rolled up and placed
inside the balloon, which is then blown up, but left untied.

Part II
After everyone has done that, they are asked hold their message-filled, blownup balloons in front of their eyes and try to look through them. When asked what they
see, they usually shout out, “Nothing!” in unison. I encourage them to notice how the
color of the balloon blocks their vision just as their self images take on the color of
the message inside the balloon, if they choose to let it block their vision of who they
really are.

Then they are instructed to stretch the arms holding the balloons out to

their sides as far as they can—to illustrate how getting negative messages “out of
your face” offers a more clear view of the positive possibilities open to them.

Part III
Finally, I tell them that they have the power to dump this message forever if
they choose to, and ask them to let go of the untied balloons on the count of three. In
a barrage of color, the balloons fly around the room, and is usually followed by a
spontaneous, collective “whoop,”

and rousing applause.

appears to be somewhat cleansing.
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It’s quite a sight and

Part IV
Once the balloons have hit the ground, each person is instructed to pick one up
(

aking sure they don t pick up their own), remove the negative message, unroll and

read it. Then they are instructed to turn the paper over and write a positive message
on the blank side, using the basic content of the negative message to create a positive
one.

For instance, if the negative message said, “You'll never be as smart as your

sister,” the positive reframe could be, “I know you're doing the best you can.

Keep

up the good work.”
After the reframes are finished, people are asked on a volunteer basis to read
the negative message first, followed by the positive reframe they created.

The

messages are anonymous, so there’s no fear of being “exposed.”
The following examples were taken from a workshop presented to the
administrative personnel of a large medical center in Vermont.
message is immediately followed by its positive reframe.

Ill

Each negative

TABLE 3.4

BALLOON

REFRAMES

“Nobody will ever marry a girl with glasses!”
“Your glasses are like a picture frame for your face.”
“Second child!”
“You are very special and we love you for you.”
“You are dumb!”
“You have great depths of quiet wisdom.”
“I’m ashamed of you!”
“You will learn from your mistakes.”
“Your brother tries harder!”
“I like how hard you try; you try as hard as you can.”
“Butterball!”
“Rubenesque!”
“You’re an underachiever!”
“You are trying—that’s an achievement!”
“This one’s kinda dumb, isn’t she class?”
“This one has many different ideas.
She will go far, won’t she, class?”
“To be angry is to be bad.”
“It’s all right to be angry.”
“You never think!”
“You’re always thinking about many different aspects
of things.”_

Some past participants have mentioned that the realization of the long-term
implications of the negative messages they received, as children sometimes helps to
make them more aware of the choices they have in the messages they give as adults,
not only to their children, but to other adults as well. In addition, much power comes
from the group members doing the reframing for each other, without any help from me.
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This is one way to recognize that often someone else might have the answer to a
problem you might be stuck on and that there is nothing wrong with admitting you are
stuck and need help-an example of the whole being greater than the sum of its pans.
The exercise ends with a discussion about forgiving the people who hurt us, by
trying to imagine the possibility that the stressful state of their lives may have made
them unaware of the pain they were causing.

When participants can identify with

these struggles from their first-hand adult experience, it is easier for them to let go of
long-held anger.

I am always touched by the power, strength, and compassion

exhibited by the participants when they take part in this exercise.

Their shared

vulnerabilities help them feel connected by letting them see that they are not alone in
their struggles with old, painful memories.

Wonderful Circle
This is the closing activity and gives the participants a chance to comment on
anything positive they may have learned about themselves, each other, or in general,
because of the workshop activities. Everyone, including me, forms one, big circle by
putting their arms around each others’waists. They begin moving by taking tiny steps
in a clockwise motion, with the instruction that anyone who has something to say
must first stop the circle from moving by calling out, “Stop,” share their comment in a
word or phrase,

then give the “Go” command, to get the circle moving again, this

time in the opposite direction.

It’s a way of coming together as a group for the last

time, saying goodbye and giving closure. Some past comments:
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TABLE 3.5
WONDERFUL CIRCLE COMMENTS
Fun”
Warmth”
Laughter”
Connected”
I haven’t laughed this much in years”
It felt great to find my inner child again”
I never got to know so many people so quickly”
Where can I buy a Teddy Bear like ’Augustus’?”

The comments continue until the I feel that everyone who wanted to speak has
done so. Then I stop the circle and ask everyone to raise and lower their arms a few
inches above the outside shoulder of the person on either side of them. They are then
instructed to repeat the up/down motion faster and faster, at which time I yell out,
‘‘Give yourselves a pat on the back. You’ve done a terrific job!

Thanks for inviting

me. You can go home now. Goodbye!” And the workshop ends.

General and Theoretical Lecture Information
and

Facilitator

Self-Disclosure

Interspersed through the workshop, where applicable, are lecturettes about
humor, laughter, and empathy theory regarding their physical, psychological, and social
benefits.

Even though people know they feel good, especially from all the laughter,

they seem surprised to leam that having a good time and connecting with each other
actually is good for your physical and mental health.
However,

even though much of the explicit focus of an empathic humor

workshop is on humor, I do make it clear that there are times when no amount of
prodding or situational coercion can force anyone to think funny or be in a good mood.
In fact, I even advocate wallowing in discomfort if it helps a person to heal. There is a
Muppet song called the ‘‘Grouch Anthem,” in which the famous Muppet, Oscar the
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Grouch, for whom nothing is ever pleasant, encourages: “Grouches of the world unite;
stand up for your grouch-ly rights. Don’t let the sunshine spoil your rain; just stand up
and complain.”

I often use this as a sing-a-long if I think the workshop participants

misunderstand how I use humor and laughter.
I try to model a willingness to laugh at myself by talking about my own
embarrassing moments in addition to using a lot of self-disclosure. Within the design
components, I discuss those times in my own life when I gave negative messages, or
choose to ignore someone just because they didn’t live up to my expectations.

I not

only talk about are some of the negative messages from my own childhood, and how I
am dealing with them as an adult, but also tell some of the wonderful memories in my
childhood to help the participants remember their own. As a facilitator, I believe it is
important never to ask anything from the participants that you are not willing to give
them.
My role as a facilitator of empathic humor workshops has many facets. I think
my strength lies in the fact that I tell the truth and am not afraid to be “not perfect.”
Someone recently told me how much he appreciated the way I model confusion
because it made me more real. As pointed out by Carl Rogers (1983):
When the facilitator is a real person, being what she is,
entering into a relationship with the learner without
presenting a front or a facade, she is much more likely to
be effective. This means that the feelings that she is
experiencing are available to her, available to her
awareness, that she is able to live these feelings, be
them, and able to communicate them is appropriate. It
means that she comes into a direct personal encounter
with the learner, meeting her on a person-to-person
basis. It means that she is being herself, not denying
herself, (pp. 121-122)

Although my Empathic Humor Workshop design could, in effect, be used by
anyone wishing to conduct one, every facilitator’s style is different and therefore
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uences the way a presentation is received. The following comments are taken from
a letter I received after leading a workshop called “Hnmor and Parenting:”
You tap the very essence of frustration and sadness with
a touch that is loving and sensitive. You remind us of the
joy an p ay in each of us and the need to share that with
the ones we love. You look at yourself in ways that
make it easier to look at ourselves in a healthy and
accepting way. You helped us take some time out of our
busy lives to stop and laugh....we thank you.

The following comments come from a workshop presented to the Bridge
Program at Smith College. Because the group is made up of women of color (Black,
Asian, and Hispanic) the focus was on communication skills and appreciating cultural
diversity.

“Juliann has a very unique and open style which allows
for relaxed and comfortable participation. We could let
down our pride and enjoy the joy of laughter.”
She cleverly made us realize we all were coming from
the same place...[The workshop] was not based on trite
conversation where people could lie, [but] got to the real
person!”

“I realized that I, just like other women, have a time for
laughter, a time for seriousness, and a time for self.”
‘‘The workshop made me see that a lot of the girls have
the same fears as myself.”
“I will use what I learned to teach other people how to
discover themselves and how to meet other people and
how to make them laugh. I will also use it to enable me
in opening my mind to new ideas and experiences.”

The overall view of an Empathic Humor Workshop would not be complete
without making reference to how its goals correspond to the Alschuler (1980) stressreducing strategies.
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The Relationship of Empathic Humor Workshop Goals
to Alschuler’s Stress-Reducing Strategies

Table 3.7 lists the workshop activities previously detailed and their goals
which correspond to the stress-reducing strategies are listed in Table 3.7.

The

strategies will be identified by their corresponding numbers, as illustrated in Table 3.6
below:

TABLE 3.6

STRESS REDUCING STRATEGIES AND
CORRESPONDING NUMBERS
1
2
3
4
5

= Social Support/Connectedness
= Reduce Stressors (not directly impacted)
= Perception Changes_
= Improved Physical Reactions_
= Improved Coping Skills_

6 = Burnout Counteracted/Renewal Promoted

TABLE 3.7

RELATIONSHIP OF EMPATHIC HUMOR WORKSHOP ACTIVITIES
AND GOALS TO THE STRESS REDUCING STRATEGIES USED TO
COUNTERACT BURNOUT AND PROMOTE RENEWAL
ACTIVITY

Goals

STRATEGIES IMPACTED

Introduction

-disarm, get to know
me,clarify workshop goals
Inner Child/” Augustus” -play, laugh, get in touch
Bear
with feelings, risk change
self perception
-laugh, connect, loosen up
Incorporations
-laugh, connect, change
Off My Back
situational perception
improve coping

1,3,4
1,3 4,5,6

1,3,4, 6
1,3, 4, 5, 6

Continued
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Epitaph

Knots

Name Game

Group Juggling

No One s Normal”

Embarrassing Moments

Trust Walk

“I Wanna Try It”

Favorite Ice Cream

Balloon Reframe

Wonderful Circle
General & Theoretical
Lecture Information
Facilitator Self-Disclosure

-laugh, connect, change
self & other
perception,learn to listen
-expand self & other
awareness and
appreciation

1,3, 4, 5, 6

1,3, 5, 6

-cooperation, laugh,change
perception of others,
physical exercise

1,3,4, 5

-connect, laugh, change
perception of others,
exercise

1,3, 4, 6

-connect, laugh,change self
& other perception,
improve coping, exercise
-connect, change self &
other perception, laugh,
improve coping
-connect, laugh at self,
change self, other, &
situational perception,
good to yourself
-connect, change self,
other, & situational
perception, laugh, improve
coping, exercise, ask for
what you need
-connect, change self &
other perception, laugh,
improve coping, ask for
what you need
-connect, change self,
other, & situational per¬
ception, laugh, leam to lis¬
ten, ask for what you need
-connect, change self &
other perception, let go of
negative messages, share
wisdom
-connect, share,
appreciate, provide closure
-perception change and
improve coping through
new knowledge
-connect, laugh, share
human foibles
vulnerabilities & promote
understanding
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1,3,4, 5, 6

1,3, 4, 5, 6

1,3, 4, 5, 6

1,3, 4, 5, 6

1,3, 4, 5

1,3, 4, 5, 6

1,3, 4, 5, 6

1,3, 4, 6

1,3,5

1,3, 4, 5, 6

The following Summary Matrix, based on the above goals, gives an overall
view of how the workshp activities impact Alschuler's Stress Reducing Strategies.
TABLE 3.8

SUMMARY MATRIX

PROPOSED IMPACT OF ACTIVITY GOALS
ALSCHULER’S STRESS REDUCING STRATEGIES
#1

#3

#4

Social
Support/
Connected¬
ness

#5

Change
Perception

#6

Improve
Physical
Responses

Improve
Coping

Counteract
Burnout &
Promote

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

x

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

x

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

—

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

_

X

X

X

X

X

No One s Normal”
Embarrassing Moments
Trust Walk

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

“I Wanna Try It”
Favorite Ice Cream
Balloon Reframe

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Wonderful Circle

X

X

X

—

X

Theory/Lecture
Facilitator Self-Disclosure

X

X

—

X

...

X

X

X

X

X

WORKSHOP ACTIVITIES

Introduction
Inner Child/Augustus Bear
Incorporations
Get Off My Back
Laugh Profile
Epitaph
Knots
Name Game
Group Juggling
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Workshop Summary
In order to achieve the overall goal of counteracting burnout and promoting
renewal, the preliminary goals for the participants of an Empathic Humor Workshop
include 1) an enhanced sense of self- and other-acceptance and tolerance through
connectedness and social support;

2) an increased ability to change one’s perception

of the self, others, and unchangeable situations; 3) increased energy and physical
stamina; 4) an enhanced ability to cope through a greater sense of personal control
and empowerment; and,

5) and increased ability to be good to oneself and ask for

what one needs through an increased sense of self worth.
It is only through a balance of these personal growth attributes that the stressreducing strategies recommended by Alschuler (1980) can be accomplished.
However, it is the workshop’s cumulative effect and overall gestalt which ultimately
serves to counteract burnout and promote renewal.
The next chapter will outline the methodology used for the study to examine
the effects of an Empathic Humor Workshop on burnout and renewal.
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CHAPTER 4
METHODOLOGY

This chapter details the quantitative and qualitative methodologies used to
conduct this study.

It includes a description of the subjects, instruments, data

collection, statistical analyses, and analysis of clinical data.
The specific purpose of this study was:

1) to determine the effects of

an

Empathic Humor Workshop on counteracting burnout and promoting renewal; and 2)
to examine its impact on physical, emotional, and mental well-being.

Subjects

The study was conducted with two groups involving a total of 81 adults ranging
in age from 19 to 63+. The ages within each of the two groups were relatively evenly
distributed. The first group was made up of college student residential life personnel;
the second group was made up of community college administrators and faculty. My
attempt to obtain a balanced number of men and women was successful only insofar
as the student group was concerned.

The were equally divided-27 men and 27

women. The male-female ratio of the community college administrators and faculty,
however, was quite unequal—21 women and 6 men.

Overall, there were 48 women

(59 percent of the total sample) and 33 men (41 percent of the total sample).

With

regard to age breakdown, there were 54 students (67 percent of the total sample) and
27 administrators and faculty (33 percent of the total sample).

The group members

were selected based upon their willingness to participate in the research.
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All parties were informed of the general nature of the workshop, the type of
information I would be collecting, and the amount of time needed to complete all the
necessary forms included the study.

In other words, informed consent was obtained

from all subjects (see Appendix A).
The sample was obtained through unsolicited requests by both organizations
asking me to conduct an Empathic Humor Workshop for each of their groups. Most of
my workshop assignments come through either word-of-mouth or newspaper feature
stories which have been written about the workshops (see Appendix C).

Erwedure;—Empathic Humor Workshops

Data for the study were obtained from two Empathic Humor Workshops which
I conducted with the subjects described above.
Chapter 3.

The overall design is detailed in

The workshop were conducted separately “on site” of each educational

institution in February of 1989.

Because the weather was cold and snowy and the

normal pressures of the soon-to-begin spring semester were upon them, receptivity to
the workshops was relatively high from within both groups.

Evaluation

Instruments

The Alschuler-Martinez Personal Perception Inventory
of Burnout and Renewal (PPI-BOAR)

This is a modification of the Alschuler Test of Burnout (1980) consisting of
twenty adjectives describing various aspects of the four characteristics of burnout: a)
increased distancing from others; b) emotional and physical fatigue; c) attitude shift to
the cynical, and, d) total exhaustion, terminal burnout, battle fatigue. As designed by
Alschuler, subjects are asked to pick an area of their lives to evaluate in terms of the
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twenty negative adjectives describing the four burnout characteristics.

Each adjective

is rated on a 1-7 scale ranging from “never” to “always.”
Alschuler s scale differs from virtually all other measures of burnout in its focus
on situational feeling states.

Other scales refer to the generalized state which exists

in many situations in a person’s life. Thus, these scales are relatively stable. In other
words, the other scales are not sensitive to fluctuating levels of burnout and renewal
that occur naturally over the course of a day or week, but Alschuler’s scale is.
Research conducted by K.E. Stevens (1986) assessed its reliability:

Alpha reliability for classification of Items 1 through 20
for the initial testing was .82, and the retest alpha
reliability was .76. The Cronbach alpha for the rating of
Items 1 through 20 on a scale of 1 to 7 (1 = never to
7= always) was .97 for the initial testing and .96 on the
retest. The test-retest reliability was .88. (p. 73)

In addition to measuring his subjects’ burnout level, Stevens’ study of Adult
Education Supervisors in the State of Mississippi also showed a significant
relationship between burnout and a composite set of independent variables, as well as
significant relationships with individual variables:

a) organizational climate, b)

percentage of time supervisors were assigned to Adult Education positions, and c)
number of years of experience in the administrative position. This research indicates
that there is some construct validity for the Alschuler Burnout Scale.
For the purposes of the study used in this dissertation, the Alschuler Burnout
Scale was modified in the following ways:
First, the items in the Burnout Scale were subdivided into three categories
(physical, emotional, and mental), based on the coding and factor analyses done by
Stevens (1986). The asterisks denote those items which could be placed in more than
one category, i.e., either emotional or mental.
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Following that, I made a list of positive adjectives corresponding to each of the
twenty negative adjectives in the original burnout inventory.

This set of positive

items reflects feelings of renewal.

TABLE 4.1

BURNOUT AND RENEWAL TEST ITEMS BY SUB-CATEGORY
BURNOUT

RENEWAL
PHYSICAL

-tired

-bouncy

-listless

-peppy
-physically energetic
-vigorous

-physically exhausted
-wiped out

Emotional

-incapable of handling it

-capable of handling it
-emotionally charged*
-free, like I have choices*
-valuable*
-warm, friendly, compassionate
-appreciative of others*
-cheerful
-satisfied with people*
-hopeful
-calm

-emotionally exhausted*
-trapped, locked in*
-worthless*
-cold, callous, hostile
-resentful about people*
-depressed
-disillusioned about people
-hopeless
-anxious

MENTAL

-pushed around*

-in control*

-bored*

-motivated*
-happy*
-trusting*
-willing to keep on keepin’ on*
-optimistic about outcomes*

-unhappy*
-cynical*
-wanting to quit*
-pessimistic about outcomes*
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Next, half of the items in each of the three sub-categories of Burnout and
Renewal were selected for Form A, the other half for Form B. In this way, I obtained
roughly equivalent forms. The Table below contains these items:

TABLE 4.2

TEST ITEMS IN FORM A AND FORM B OF THE
ALSCHULER-MARTINEZ PERSONAL PERCEPTION
INVENTORY OF BURNOUT AND RENEWAL
As I look ahead to my life in the coming week, I feel:
Form

a

Form b
physical

-tired
-physically exhausted

-listless
-wiped out
-bouncy
-physically energetic

-g eppy
-vigorous

Emotional

-incapable of handling it*
-trapped, locked in*
-cold, callous, hostile
-depressed
-hopeless
-emotionally charged
-valuable
-appreciative of others
-satisfied with people
-calm

-emotionally exhausted*
-worthless*
-resentful about people
-disillusioned about people*
-anxious
-capable of handling it
-free, like I have choices
-warm, friendly, compassionate
-cheerful
-hopeful
MENTAL

-bored*
-cynical*
-pessimistic about outcomes*
-in control

-pushed around*
-unhappy*
-wanting to quit*
-motivated
-trusting
-optimistic about outcomes*

-happy
-willing to keep on keeping on*
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While the items in the columns are not precisely equivalent, the sets of items
within each subcategory are roughly equivalent in each column.
The first step was to alternate the order of presentation of the 20 items in
Forms A and B to try to avoid participants’ response sets. Next, the rating scale
was changed from a 1-7 ratings scale to a 1-5 scale ranging from “not at all” to
“totally” to correspond to my model of “burnout by degree,” as described in Chapter
3.
When designing the test, I specifically chose to repeat the descriptive words
instead of the numbers in the ratings columns in order to make it easier for the

subjects to respond.

This decision was based on my own confusion and frustration

with similar tests taking in the past. I found that I often lost my place in the columns
each time I had to look up at the word and back down the corresponding number in
order to keep track of which number stood for which adjective.
In an effort to prevent the participants’ responses from being unduly influenced
by the terms burnout and renewal in the test title, the terms were removed from the
actual forms used in the study.

Therefore, the test was presented to the subjects

simply as the “Alschuler-Martinez Personal Perception Inventory.”
forms follow:
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The finalized

TABLE 4.3

ALSCHULER-MARTINEZ

PERSONAL

PERCEPTION

INVENTORY

©
FORM

A

As I look ahead to my life in the coming week, I feel:
(Please circle appropriate term to indicate
how true each feeling listed below is for
you now.)

1

2

3

4

1. incapable of handling it

not at ail

mildly

moderately

very

2. emotionally charged

not at all

mildly

very

totally

3. pushed around

not at all

mildly

very

totally

4 peppy

not at all

mildly

very

totally

5. trapped, locked in

not at all

mildly

very

totally

6. valuable

not at all

mildly

very

totally

7. tired

not at all

mildly

very

totally

8. motivated

not at all

mildly

very

totally

9. cold, callous, hostile

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

10. appreciative of others

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

11. unhappy

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

12. vigorous

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

13. depressed

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

14. satisfied with people

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

15. physically exhausted

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

16. trusting

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

17. hopeless

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

18. calm

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

19. like I want to quit

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

20. optimistic about outcomes

not at ad

mildly

moderately

very

totally
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moderately

moderately

5

TABLE 4.4

ALSCHULER-MARTINEZ

PERSONAL PERCEPTION
FORM B

INVENTORY

©

As I look ahead to my life in the coming week, I feel:
please circle appropriate term to indicate
how true each feeling listed below is for
you now.)

1

2

1. emotionally exhausted

not at all

mildly

2. capable of handling it

not at all

mildly

not at all

mildly

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

5. worthless

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

6. free, like I have choices

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

7. listless

not at all

mildly

very

totally

8. in control

not at all

mildly

very

totally

9. resentful about people

not at all

mildly

very

totally

10. warm, friendly, compassionate

not at all

mildly

very

totally

11. cynical

not at all

mildly

very

totally

12. physically energetic

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

13. disillusioned about people

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

14. cheerful

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

15. wiped out

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

16. happy

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

17. anxious

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

18. hopeful

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

19. pessimistic about outcomes

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

20. willing to keep on “keepin’ on”

not at all

mildly

moderately

very

totally

3. bored
4.bouncy
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3

4

5

verv
moderately

very
very

moderately

moderately

To obtain an overall Burnout-Renewal score and the three subtest scores
(physical, emotional, and mental), all scores for the Burnout items were reversed.
Thus, the final scores obtained were measures of Renewal. I also obtained separate
scores for overall Burnout and total Renewal in the pre- and post-tests.
Internal consistency of Forni A and Form B of the Alschuler-Martinez Personal
Perception Test of Burnout and Renewal was assessed on the pre-tests and post¬
tests, yielding four scores.

On Form A, for items 1 through 20 on a scale of 1-5

(1= not at all; 5= totally), the Cronbach Alpha for the pre-test was .87292; for the
post-test, .90688. For Form B, the Cronbach Alpha, for the pre-test was .85729; and
.89512 for the post-test .

These measures of internal consistency are quite high,

indicating that all of the items within each form appear to be measuring the same
variables.

Evaluation

Questionnaire

The second instrument used in the study was a set of open-ended questions
asking the participants to reflect on the five stress-reducing strategies implemented
by the workshop: 1) social support/connectedness, 2) perception changes, 3) physical
changes, 4) coping skills, and 5) overall renewal. The intention of these questions
was to find out the degree of importance given by the participants to each strategy,
and the specific impact of that strategy.
These questions were pilot tested on a group of 25 staff members from the
Southwestern Vermont Medical Center in Bennington, Vermont, on January 24, 1989.
The participants’ responses were made it clear that the content of some of the original
questions was too obvious in terms of expected outcome and influenced the answers.
Based on that information, revisions were made, resulting in the questionnaire below:
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TABLE 4.5

empathic humor workshop

EVALUATION

1*

QUESTIONNAIRE

a^ ^a* effects» ^ any* did this workshop have on your relationships with the
people here?
b) Which elements of the workshop do you believe were most helpful in this
regard?
c) After you leave here, do you think anything you learned today will affect your
relationships with people in general? If so, how?

2.

a) As a result of this workshop, do you see anything or any situations in your
life differently now? If so, what? (Please be as specific as possible as to what
you see differendy and how.)
b) Which elements of the workshop do you believe caused these changes?

3.

Does your body feel any differently from when you first arrived as a result of this
workshop? If so, in what way(s)? (Please be specific.)

4. Do you feel you have been validated and/or empowered as a result of the
workshop? If so, how? Please be specific.
5. Overall, what do you think is the most important thing you learned today?
6. Any additional comments?

The above table has been condensed in terms of space. The actual Evaluation
Questionnaire used in the study was layed out with enough space for the participants
to write their answers on the questionnaire itself.

A sample of the original

questionnaire, as administered, can be found in Appendix A.
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Design

Analysis

The design was a pre-test/post-test change study with no comparison group.
The

Alschuler-Martinez

counterbalanced so that

Test

for

Burnout/Renewal

Form A was

followed by Form B as a post-test.

Forms

A

and

B

was

given to half the participants as a pretest,

The other half of the participants received Foim B

as a pretest and Form A as a post-test.

The questionnaire was administered as a

post-test only, since the answers reflected the workshop contents.
Four scores were derived from the PPI-BOAR: overall burnout and renewal
and physical, emotional, and mental subscales.
A qualitative approach for the collection and analysis of the data from the
participants’

responses to the

open-ended

appropriate for this part of the study.

questions was deemed the

most

The Contextual Analysis Method (Belenky et

al., 1986) was used, which entails grouping the participants’ responses in categories
which emerge from the careful examining, re-reading, and reassembling of responses
in order to pinpoint similar themes.
An inductively derived set of categories reflecting the content of the responses
was derived for each question will be presented in detail in Chapter 5 in the following
form. For example, in question 1, the presentation of the data will look like this.:

Question

la:

What effects, if any, did this workshop have on your relationships
with the people here?

CATEGORY
(Total “n” in each Group—>)
Improved Acceptance and
Tolerance

Admin./Fac.

Students

Total n=81

M
(n=27)
10

F
(n=27)

M
(n=6)
2

15
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F
(n=21)
10

Total
M

Total
F

(n=33)

(n=48)

12

34

Grand
Total

%of
81

46

57%

The presentation of results will also explain and illustrate each question’s
subcategories and comment on the findings. For example:

Question

2h:

Which elements of the workshop brought about these changes?
Total n=81
CATEGORY
(I otal "n” in each Group—>)
Group Exercises/Sharing

Students
M
(n=27)
10

Admin./Fac.

F
(n=27)
15

M
(n=6)
2

F
(n=21)
10

Total
M

Total
F

Grand
Total

%of
81

(n=33)
12

(n=48)
34

46

57%

In the next chapter, answers to all six questions and their sub-categories will
be presented and summarized, followed by an overall summary regarding: 1) the
effects of the workshop on burnout and renewal;

2) what strategies seemed to be

causing those changes; and 3) what activities in the workshop were most effective.
These conclusions are further illustrated by examples from unsolicited letters and
evaluations I have received from participants

in previous workshops.

(See

Appendix D.)
To summarize formally, I hypothesize that the Empathic Humor Workshop will
result in a significant increase in participants’ scores on the three subcategories of
renewal and the overall renewal scores.

Responses to the Evaluation Questionnaire

will help to understand the possible causes of those changes.
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Limitations
Short-Term Effects
Because the duration of an Empathic Workshop did not exceed 3 hours and
there was no follow-up regarding its long-term effects on the participants, long-term
effects will not be known.

However, because the immediate effects of the 3-hour

workshop were assessed, and the short-term effects were highly positive, the
likelihood of long-term effects are great and worth assessing in a subsequent study.

Population
Since the population chosen is based on the group’s common profession or
homogeneity, the results may not generalize beyond the people in the workshop.

Male-Female

Ratio

While an attempt was made to have workshop participants equally divided
with regard to gender, more women than men were in attendance as has usually been
the case, based on past Empathic Humor workshops conducted.

Responses,

therefore, were not equally divided between men and women.

Comparison Between Empathic Humor Workshops and Others
The question of whether Empathic Humor workshops are more or less effective
than other workshops in counteracting burnout and promoting renewal was not
addressed.
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Essree of Effectiveness of Workshop r,'n1P„nnih
Even though each workshop component was addressed in the study, because
of the subjectivity involved, it was not possible on every count to accurately predict :
a) which specific exercise was more effective than any other, or b) when an exercise
was most effective, i.e., whether an interactive exercise was more or less effective
than one which was intrapersonally based.
The next chapter will detail the results of the study.
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CHAPTER 5
RESULTS

This study sought to determine whether the short-term effects of a 3-hour
Empathic Humor Workshop might have some impact on counteracting burnout and
promoting renewal and improving physical, emotional, and mental well-being.

The

study also explored the effects of the workshop on five of Alschuler’s (1980) stressreducing strategies, as outlined in Chapter 4.
Two separate workshops were conducted with two different groups of
participating subjects. The first group was made up of para-professional student staff
members from a state college in New Hampshire; the second was made up of
administrators and faculty from a community college in western Massachusetts.

In

addition to taking part in the workshop, the participants were asked to complete two
forms (A and B) of the Alschuler-Martinez Personal Perception Inventory of Burnout
and Renewal (PPI-BOAR) in order to determine each individual’s degree of burnout.
One form of the PPI-BOAR was taken as a pre-test before the workshop, and the
other as a post-test after the workshop was completed.

The two forms of the

Inventory were counter balanced to control for possible differences in the tests. The
reliability of the PPI-BOAR was relatively high, as reported in Chapter 3.
In addition to the post-test, the participants were also asked to supply written
responses to a list of open-ended questions about the five strategies of the workshop.
This was done in order to better understand the workshop’s influence on: 1) social
support and connectedness, 2) changes in perception, 3) reduction of harmful
physiological conditions, 4) coping abilities, and 5) counteracting burnout and
promoting renewal.

The results of the quantitative and qualitative studies will be

presented in this chapter.
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The first section will begin with a description of the two groups that took pan
in the study.

The second section will examine the main hypothesis through a

presentation of the findings generated from t-test scores from the pre- and post-tests
of the PPI-BOAR.

The t-test scores were categorized in the following ways:

a) overall total scores, b) male-female change scores,

and c) age difference change

scores.
The third section will examine the participants’ responses from the open-ended
questions in order to determine the common themes which emerged.
In the last section, the resulting themes elicited from the open-ended questions
will again be examined in order to ascertain their relationship to the four
characteristics of renewal:

1) decreased distancing from and willingness to reach out

to others, 2) emotional energy or optimism, 3) attitude shift toward the hopeful, and
4) increased physical energy, vitality, or stamina.

Description of Participants

Participants from two organizations provided the data for this study.
number of participants numbered 81.

The total

Forty-eight were women (59%) and 33 (41%)

were men, ranging in age from 29 to 63.
The first group was made up of 54 members of a residential life staff from a
state college in New Hampshire. Within college and university campuses the term
“residential life” comes under the umbrella of Student Affairs Personnel and
represents those staff members who are responsible for the needs of students who
live in campus residence halls. On many campuses, the term “dorm” has now become
obsolete since it was formerly used to represent only a place where students only did
homework and slept. The new term “residence hall” refers to a place where students
not only live, but learn life skills. Consequently, the responsibility of Residential Life

136

personnel is far more extensive than just monitoring the halls, and now includes other
duties such as programming in

topics like racism, sexism, drug abuse, and study

skills.
Forty-four of the 54 state college subjects were full-time undergraduate
students between the ages of 19 and 21 who hold para-professional, student staff livepositions as Resident Assistants (R.A.s).

Each of them is assigned to supervise

students on one or more floors of a residence hall.

In addition to the 44 R.A.s, this

group of participants also included 7 slightly older graduate students between the
ages of 23 and 25 who hold full-time professional live-in positions as Resident
Directors (R.D.s). They supervise entire residence halls and are responsible for staff
and students in residence.

The remaining 3 participants were administrative staff

members ranging in age from early- to late-30s. In total, there were 27 women (50%);
and 27 men (50%).
The second group of participants was made up of 27 administrators and faculty
members ranging in age from late 20s to early 60s, from a community college in
western Massachusetts.

Twenty-one were women (78%); and 6 were men (22%).

The demographic information for both groups regarding age and job description
was obtained verbally and was not included within the consent form used in the study
(See Appendix A).

Analysis

Differences in Overall Scores
The first step in the analysis was to calculate the pre- and post-test scores for
all 81 subjects--54 state college student personnel and 27 community college
administrators and faculty—to see if there were significant differences in the overall

9
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renewal scores and the physical, emotional, and mental subscores.

That is, was

there any increase in levels of renewal between the pretest and the post-test?

The

t-test was used.

Hypothesis:
An Empathic Humor Workshop will result in a significant
increase in participants’ scores on the test for overall
renewal, and for the three subcategories of physical,
emotional, and mental well-being.

Table 5.1 reports the differences in the overall and sub-scores:
TABLE 5.1

STUDENT

TOTAL
Pre
Post
Change
PHYSICAL
Pre
Post
Change
EMOTIONAL
Pre
Post
Change
MENTAL
Pre
Post
Change

OVERALL TOTAL AND SUB-SCORES
PERSONNEL AND ADMINISTRATORS/FACULTY
ALSCHULER-MARTINEZ PPI-BOAR

1

E

I

mean

SD

81
81
81

73.04
80.25
7.20

9.75
10.71
9.69

6.69

80

.000

81
81
81

13.03
15.11
2.07

2.90
3.30
3.16

5.90

80

.000

81
81
81

37.27
40.39
3.12

4.73
4.99
4.75

5.91

80

.000

81
81
81

22.74
24.75
2.01

3.39
3.35
3.55

5.10

80

.000

|

df

1

*P<

♦All P values are 1-tailed due to the fact that a prediction was made.

Within the total sample, there were highly significant differences in the overall
mean scores for renewal (P<.000) and for physical, emotional, and mental well being
(Pc.000 for each) as determined by the Alschuler-Martinez PPI-BOAR.
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Overall Differences in Change Scores by Sex
The second step in the analysis was to calculate the change scores in the preand post-tests for the 48 female and 33 male subjects to see whether there were any
significant differences in overall renewal and physical, emotional, and mental well
bang scores. Since no hypotheses were made prior to the data analysis, the p values
are two-tailed.

Table 5.2 reports the differences between the male and female change scores:

TABLE 5.2

COMPARISON OF TOTAL MALE AND FEMALE CHANGE SCORES
ALSCHULER-MARTINEZ PPI-BOAR

TOTAL
Females
Males
Difference
PHYSICAL
Females
Males
Difference
EMOTIONAL
Females
Males
Difference
MENTAL
Females
Males
Difference

?1

mean

SD

48
33

9.39
4.03
5.36

8.87
10.09

2.50
1.45
1.04

3.08
3.22

4.02
1.81
2.02

4.37
5.04

2.85
.75
2.11

3.14
3.77

48
33

48
33

48
33

df 1 *P<
--*-

2.53

79

.013

1.47

79

.145

2.09

79

.040

2.74

79

.008

There were highly significant differences in the male-female change scores for
overall renewal (P<.13) and for emotional well-being (Pc.040) and mental well being
(Pc.008), but no significant differences in the male-female changes scores for physical
well-being (Pc. 145).
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Differences in Change Scores by Age

The third step in the analysis was to calculate the change scores in the preand post-tests for the 54 students and 27 administrators to see

if there were

significant differences in overall renewal scores and physical, emotional, and mental
well being sub-scores.

No hypotheses were made prior to the data analysis.

Therefore, P values are based on 2-tailed norms.

Table 5.3 reports the significant

differences in change scores by age:

TABLE 5.3

COMPARISON OF CHANGE SCORES BY AGE
ALSCHULER-MARTINEZ PPI-BOAR
n

1 TOTAL
Student Personnel
Admin./Faculty
Differences
PHYSICAL
Student Personnel
Admin./Faculty
Differences
EMOTIONAL
Student Personnel
Admin./Faculty
Differences
MENTAL
Student Personnel
Admin./Faculty
Differences

mean 1 SD
t
1 df 1 P<
-*---

54
27

7.31
7.00
.31

10.56
7.87

5.09
4.62

53
26

.000
.000

54
27

2.03
2.14
.11

3.52
2.31

4.24
4.82

53
26

.000
.000

54
27

3.14
3.07
.07

5.07
4.13

4.56
3.87

53
26

.000
.000

54
26

2.12
1.77
.35

3.95
2.62

3.96
3.52

53
26

.000
.001

There were no significant differences in total renewal or sub-scores by age
(students vs. administrators/faculty).
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Summary

df Alftthlllfr-Martine/

PPI-BOAR

Results

It appears that there were highly significant short-term changes as a result of
the workshop and that women were effected more than men; but both age groups
seem to benefit equally. These results will be discussed further in the next chapter.

Respqnfieft—£12_Open-Ended

Questions

The following is a presentation of the participants written responses to the six
open-ended questions which comprised the evaluation questionnaire given at the end
of the workshop (see Table 4.5).

Presentation

Format

For each question, the presentation of the findings will begin with an
introduction
question.

and be followed by a chart of the categories which emerged from that

Where applicable, additional details based on individual participant’s

personal comments will also be included.
Differences in responses based on sex and age will also be reported.

Because

of the unequal distribution of the total number of males and females (33 males/48
females);

and age

(54 students/27

administrators-faculty), the sex and age

percentages reported will be based upon the totals within each of the separate groups
rather than be based on the total answers within each category.

For example, one

category was cited by 46 participants in a 34F-12M ratio. What appears to be women
outnumbering men is an inaccurate conclusion because in the overall sample total
(81), there were more females than males to begin with (48F/33M).

In order to

interpret the numbers correctly, each group’s percentage must be based on individual
totals of the people in each group rather than total responses within each category.
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Tha. is, 34 females out of the total 48 would be indicate that 71% of the total females
m the study improved in this category, while 12 males out of a total of 33 would
indicate that 36% of the total males improved.
Therefore, sex/age percentages reported will be based the total male/female
samples and total student/administrator-faculty samples, and not to the ratio of men
and women within each category.
In summarizing the layout of the information in the following tables, it is
necessary to note that: 1) the tables are very complicated because there are a variety
of different kmds of information in them. Numbers of responses can be confused with
numbers of individuals; 2) multiple comments from a single individual appear in more
than one category; 3) row percentages are not the same as column percentages;

and

4) in some of the charts, the percentages in the last column add up to more than 100%.
However, in spite of these apparendy distracting complexities, if the reader examines
the table carefully, he/she will be able to decipher the results. As a further aid to the
reader, the key generalizations are presented in a summary after the table.

Question

la

What effects, if any, did this workshop have on your
relationships with the people here?

The intent of this question was to see whether an Empathic Humor Workshop
could improve feelings of social support and connectedness—Alschuler’s general
strategy #1.

Four general categories emerged from the participants’ responses to

this question, as illustrated below in Table 5.4.
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TABLE 5.4

NUMBER AND PER
CENTAGES OF PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
IMPROVED RELATIIONSHIPS WITH PEOPLE IN THE WORKSHOP
Students
CATEGORY
(Total n in each Group—>)

Admin./Fac.

M
F
(n=27) (n=27)

M
(n=6)

Total

Total

F
M
F
(n=21) (n=33) (n-48)

Grand
Total
M+F
(81)

%of
81

INCREASED
ACCEPTANCE AND
TOLERANCE

10

15

2

19

12

34

46*

57 %«

INCREASED
CONNECTEDNESS AND
TRUST

14

8

1

2

15

10

25

31%

INCREASED SELF
KNOWLEDGE AND
IMPROVED ATTITUDE

6

7

2

2

8

9

17

21%

NEGATIVE OR
AMBIVALENT

1

1

0

1

1

2

3

4%

NO RESPONSE

1

0

0

0

1

0

1

1%

Total Comments:

37M

55F

96**

*The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
**Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.
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Categories

of

Resnn»KPS

Increased acceptance and tolerance of others was indicated by 46
(57%) of the total participants. The 46 included 36 percent of the total males (12 out
of 33), and 71 percent of the total females (34 out of 48) as well as 46 percent of the
students (25 out of 54) and 78 percent of the administrators/faculty (21 out of 27).
Specific comments included: meeting and getting to know new people; getting to know
colleagues better; seeing people differently; being less quick to judge; being more
appreciative and considerate; having more respect for each other; recognizing that
people share similarities and that “everyone’s in the same boat;” having their eyes
opened; and becoming more receptive to others’ ideas.
Increased connectedness and trust was indicated by 25 (31%) of the
total participants—45 percent of the total males (15 out of 33), and 21 percent of the
total females (10 out of 48), and

41 percent of the students (22 out of 54) and 11

percent of the administrators/faculty (3 out of 27).

General comments included feeling

closer and more intimate with people previously known on only a professional basis,
and feelings of mutual sharing and increased bonding. Several participants mentioned
feeling “opened up,” which might cause more honest and trusting behavior, as well a
willingness to risk reaching out to others. Some personal comments:

Student

Personnel:

I realize that none of us is perfect and that’s okay.
People can know that I’m not perfect and still like me.
I met someone today who I thought was stuck-up and
snobby. I found out that she was a very nice, thoughtful
person and I realize that I shouldn’t judge people without
trying to get to know them.
It’s good to be reminded that our staffs are special
because we all are special in ourselves.
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My willingness to smile might have conveyed more of a
sense of caring than others have previously known.
It is fun to “let loose” and be your real self. I learned to
trust, love, be concerned, think, laugh, and be accepted.
Let me look at myself,
understanding others.

which

is

important

in

Administrators/Fncnltv

Was teamed up with people I only new by name. Now I
now look at them very differently. What a fun bunch!
I am relatively new here (2 months), so for me it was a
great introduction to many people.
There were many people I have not been in such close
contact with in my 13 years here. Nice to see them in
this relaxed, crazy atmosphere. I am retiring in 4 days...a
wonderful way to end my career.

Increased self-knowledge and improved attitude were reported by 17

(21%) of the total participants.

This included 24 percent of the total males and 19

percent of the total females, in addition to 24 percent of the students and 15 percent of
the administrators/faculty.

Comments included having a more positive outlook;

enjoying the chance to look inside themselves; and feeling alive, energetic, charged,
and “warm inside.”
Four percent of the participants gave negative or ambivalent responses, such
as “[the workshop] didn’t really have any [effects on relationships here],” and “time
will tell.” One participant left this question blank.

Summary of Improved Relationships with the People in the Workshop
Overall, the positive results are consistent with the original notion that
Empathic Humor Workshops could improve feelings of social support and
connectedness.
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Question

Ih

Which elements of the workshop do you believe were
most helpful in this regard?

The individual games and activities chosen by the participants as having
helped improve relationships with people in the workshop are listed in descending
order in Table 5.5.
TABLE 5.5

NUMBER AND PERCENTAGES OF PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
ELEMENTS RESPONSIBLE FOR IMPROVED RELATIONSHIPS
WITH PEOPLE IN THE WORKSHOP
total n-»i
CATEGORY
(Total n in each Group)—>
GAMES/GROUP SHARING
“ALL OF THEM”
BALLOON REFRAME
GROUP JUGGLING
LAUGH PROFILE
PARTNERS
TRUST WALK
“NO ONE’S NORMAL” SONG
FACILITATOR COMMENTS
KNOTS
NAME GAME
NO RESPONSE
INCORPORATIONS
LEFT HANDED DRAWING
AUGUSTUS BEAR
KINDERGARTEN ESSAY
“NONE” OF THEM
Total Comments:

Students
M
(n=27)
5
8
3
0
2
3
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
1

F
(n=27)
6
3
2
3
1
1
3
4
3
1
0
0
2
1
1
0
0

Admin./Fac.
M
(n=6)
2
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0

F
(n=21)
7
2
2
4
4
2
2
0
0
1
2
2
0
0
0
0
0

Total

Total

M
(n=33)
7
9
3
0
2
3
1
0
0
1
1
1
0
1
1
1
1
33M

F
(n=48)
13
5
4
7
5
3
5
4
3
2
2
2
2
1
1
0
0
59F

Grand
Total

%of
81

20*
14
7
7
7
6
6
4
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
92**

25 %*
17%
9%
9%
9%
7%
7%
5%
4%
4%
4%
4%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%

*The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
’"’"Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.
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Categories of Respond

Twenty-five percent of the participants cited the overall category of Games

and Group Sharing as having contributed to feelings of improved relationships with
the people in the workshop.
Since many of the workshop elements are multi-dimensional in their goals and
foci, some of the individual elements cited overlapped within this general category.
The percentages of men and women who cited Games and Group Sharing, were
relatively close-21 percent of the men; 27 percent of the women. However, this was
cited by a higher percentage of the administrators/faculty (33%) than students (20%).
Seventeen percent indicated thatA// the workshop elements contributed to
improved relationships-27 percent of the men and 10 percent of the women; 20
percent of the students and 11 percent of the administrators/faculty. The percentages
of men and women citing the Balloon Reframe were nearly equal (9% vs. 8%);
however, only male students chose it—no male administrators/faculty. With regard to
age, 20 percent of the students and 11 percent of the administrators/faculty said “all.”
Group Juggling was chosen only by women (15%); 6 percent of the students
and 14 percent of the administrators/faculty.
Laugh Profile was chosen by 6 percent of the males (students only) and 10
percent of the

total females;

6 percent of the students and

14 percent

administrators/faculty (women only).
Partners (a catch-all term used by the participants which I interpreted to
include any of the one-on-one exercises) was chosen by an almost equal amount of the
group percentages—9% males and 6% females; and 7% of each age groups. However,
no male administrators/faculty were included.

147

The Trust Walk

was cited 3 percent of the males and 10 percent of the

woman; and 7 percent of both age groups.

The ‘Wo One's Normal" song and the

Facilitator Comments were chosen only by student women; no males at all, nor
female administrators/faculty.

Overall, more women than men cited elements which

encouraged connectedness, trust and willingness to admit imperfection.
The following participant personal comments describe not only workshop
elements, per se, which contributed to improved relationships with the people in the
workshop, but overall feelings about the self, others and personal attitudes.

Siudent

Personnel:

The positiveness of those around me. The laughter and
carefree attitude of the people here.
I feel more comfortable with them because I know they
think the same thoughts as I do. There was a lot of love
in this room. Thank you.
Just the laughing that went on with the whole staff.
Having fun with people more often than not allows you to
learn a lot about people.
I had a bad attitude when I entered this room; now I don’t
want you to leave.

Administrators/Facultv:
I feel most comfortable where I am not required to “spill
my guts,” thus the ball juggling, circle jumping
[Incorporations], and such activities felt better. The
forced sharing of what and who makes us laugh [Laugh
Profile] may have been more critical, however.
The relaxed atmosphere, the comradship, feelings of
acceptance.
It’s ok to make mistakes, and the feeling of warmth of
acknowledging this in a group.
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I realized that I’m not as free as other people, even
though I seem to be confident.

Summary

tff

the Most

Effective Workshop

Games and Group

Elements

Sharing, like“A// of them,” are

more

general

categones than the others. In other words, the largest number of people said that the
effects were related to general, or “overall” characteristics rather than specific
elements.

It is important to note, however, that the specific elements most often

mentioned were those which encouraged play, the sharing of personal information,
thoughts and feelings; letting out inhibitions, accepting one’s own and others’
imperfections, recognizing personal power, and being willing to ask for help.

Question

lc

After you leave here, do you think anything you learned today will
affect your relationships with people in general?

This question differed from Question la in its focus on feelings about people in
general

rather than just about those with whom the workshop was shared.

general categories emerged from the participants’ responses.

Four

Though the question

focused on feelings about others, some participants also included feelings about
themselves, as illustrated in Table 5.6:
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TABLE 5.6

NUMBER AND PERCENTAGES OF PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
POTENTIAL IMPROVED RELATIONSHIPS WITH PEOPLE IN
GENERAL
t total n=8l)

Students

CATEGORY
(I otai n in each Group—>)
MORE CARING,
ACCEPTING, OPEN AND
COMFORTABLE

M
(n=27)

F
(n=27)

Admin./Fac.

Total

Total

M
(n=6)

M
(n=33)

F
(n=48)

F
(n=21)

14

14

4

14

18

28

HAPPIER AND MORE SELF
ACCEPTING

5

6

0

2

5

MAY USE WORKSHOP
EXERCISE WITH OTHERS

0

4

0

1

NEGATIVE/AMBIVALENT

5

1

0

NO RESPONSE

0

5

0

Total Comments:

Grand
Total

%of
81

46*

57%

8

13

16%

0

5

5

6%

5

5

6

11

14%

1

0

6

6

7%

28M

53F

81**

*The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
**Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.

Categories

of

Responses

Forty-six of the participants (57%) indicated that as a result of the workshop,
their feelings about people in general would include being more caring, accepting,
openy and comfortable--55 percent of the males and 58 percent of the females; 52
percent of the students and 67 percent of the administrators/faculty.

Personal

comments were similar to those in Question la. The included: willingness to be less
judgmental, more positive and make an effort not to hurt people; being more patient,
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giving people the benefit of the doubt; being more open to relating to others and
showing emotton;

feeling closer, intimate, wide-eyed, and optimistic; more

understanding and less controlling; willingness to laugh more and keep the inner child
within reach; increased ability to look on the bright side; and making an effort to use
humor that was less cutting.

One young woman took the workshop learnings beyond

people m general to include her her future children: “I plan to have a large family and
hopefully can learn to treat my children the best they deserve.”
Although feelings about the self were not part of this the question, 16 percent
of the participants indicated feeling happier and more self accepting,

with an

mcreased spirit of hopefulness-15 percent of the men and 17 percent of the women; 9
percent of the students and 30 percent of the administrators/faculty.

General

comments included being able to laugh at themselves, accept their own imperfections,
and the ability to transfer those feelings onto others.

Some said they felt loved,

happy, lighthearted, and comfortable; while still others indicated they would be more
cheerful, optimistic and less serious.

Specific comments :
I’m usually a healthy laughing person, but have been
having a rough time. I’m feeling back in the swing of
things now.
Now I can play ‘‘ain’t it funny” as opposed to “ain’t it
awful.”

Of the total participants, 5 (6%) mentioned they might use some of the
workshop

exercises, such as the Laugh Profile and the Balloon Reframe—10

percent of the women and none of the men; 7 percent of the students and 4 percent of
the administrator/faculty women.

One comment:
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“Sensitivity to new subject matter

is always worthwhile to test in your own environment to reinforce what has already
been learned.”
Withm the negative or ambivalent responses, 14 percent of the comments included
“no,”
the

“yes,” ‘‘not sure,” ‘‘maybe,” and ‘‘hope so.”

no

as follows:

One male student elaborated on

“In my honest opinion these activities were fun, but as far as

having short or long-term positive effects, a day of skiing would have had reached the
same ends.

Seven percent gave no response.

Summary Qf Increased Social Support and Connectprinpss
Overall, the positive results are consistent with the original notion that
Empathic Humor Workshops would improve relationships by helping to increase
social support and connectedness.
In Question lb, responses concerning self-knowledge and personal attitude
went beyond the question’s focus on relationships.

Responses to subsequent

questions also showed this tendency; thus, in actual practice, these questions elicited
overlapping responses.
Generally, those workshop activities which seemed to encourage improved
relationships included Games and Group Sharing.

Group Juggling, Laugh Profile,

Partners, Trust Walk, Balloon Reframe contributed most to improved feelings of
acceptance, tolerance, connectedness, and trust with others and increased self
knowledge and improved personal attitude.

Although some specific activities did

seem to contribute more to connectedness and self-acceptance than others, it also
appears that the cumulative effects of the workshop activities are important in
changing attitudes.

In addition to improved relationships with people in the

workshops, an overwhelming number of the participants (57%) indicated that they
would be more caring, accepting, open and comfortable in their relationships with
people in general, showing that interpersonal benefits extend beyond the workshop.
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Question

2n

As a result of this workshop, do you see anything or any situations in
your life differently now? If so, what?

Please be as specific as possible

as to what you see differently and how.

This question was intended to discern whether an Empathic Humor Workshop
is instrumental in changing perceptions and corresponds to Alschuler’s general
stress-reducing strategy #3.

Three categories of changed perception emerged from

this question.

TABLE 5.7

NUMBER AND PERCENTAGES OF PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
IMPROVED PERCEPTION CHANGES
(Total n=81)
CATEGORY
(Total “n” in each Group-->)

Students
M
(n=27)

F
(n=27)

Admin./Fac.

Total

Total

M
(n=6)

M
(n=33)

F
(n=48)

F
(n=21)

Grand
Total

%of
81

IMPROVED PERCEPTION OF
SELF

7

13

2

7

9

20

29*

36%

IMPROVED PERCEPTON OF
OTHERS

6

7

2

4

8

11

19

23%

IMPROVED PERCEPTION OF
SITUATIONS

3

2

0

5

3

7

10

12%

NEGATIVE OR
AMBIVALENT

5

2

1

4

6

6

12

15%

NO RESPONSE

6

3

1

1

7

4

11

14%

33

48

Total

Comments:

81**

♦The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
♦♦Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.
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Categories of R^Pn1m

Improved perception of self was indicated by 29 (36%) of the total
participants—27 percent of the men and 42 percent of the women; 37 percent of the
students and 33 percent of the administrators/faculty.

They disclosed increased

feelings of motivation, being able to speak out and ask for things for themselves;
realizations of being too hard on themselves, and permission to let themselves be
grumpy at times. They also expressed improved feelings of motivation, self-worth,
being more willing to take risks and speak out, and mentioned realizing the need to
include more laughter in their lives.
Improved perception

of others

was indicated by

19 (23%) of the

participants -24 percent of the men and 23 percent of the women; 24 percent of the
students and 22 percent of the administrators/faculty.

One woman said, “1 always

knew people don’t mean to hurt us, but (I have] more awareness now.”

Other

comments suggested a new understanding of the long-lasting effects of negative
remarks and feelings of reinforced empathy, sharing and caring.
Within this category of changed perception of others, participants also made
mention of new insights with regard to how their own treatment of others might effect
their relationships. For instance:

From the Students:
I won’t be so hard on the team I coach. It’s important
that they have a good time; winning isn’t everything.
I can help a stressed friend by sharing laughter and
reframing problems.
Realize problems from romantic relationship my fault too;
I must learn to ask for what I need.
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Emm the Administrntnrs/FnvnnYI realize I push people to experience things as I want
them to.
I see how I’ve pushed, expected too much; won’t be so
controlling.

Improved perception of situations was indicated by 10 (12%) of the total
participants--9

percent

of

the

men

(male

students

only;

no

male

administrators/faculty) and 15 percent of the women; 9 percent of the students and 19
percent of the administrators/faculty.

Comments included the realization that life is

short and must be appreciated; the need to focus on the positive and not take things
too seriously. There was also mention of motivation to approach new things, as well
as reduced fear of things that previously seemed insurmountable.
Fifteen percent of the total participants gave negative or ambivalent comments,
such as “no perception change” and “not really”-18 percent of the men and 13
percent of the women; 13 percent of the students and 19 percent of the administrators.
Fourteen percent of the total did not respond at all.

Question 2\)
Which elements of the workshop do you believe caused these
[perception]

changes?

Workshop elements credited with helping improve perception changes are
listed in descending order in Table 5.8:

155

TABLE 5.8

NU WORKSHOPPF!RpmpvtcES °F PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
WORKSHOP ELEMENTS RESPONSIBLE FOR IMPROVED
PERCEPTION

The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
ot responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
**Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.

Categories of Responses
Facilitator Comments and Attitude were cited by 18 (22 %) of the total
participants—9 percent of the men and 31 percent of the women; 20 percent of the
students and 7 percent of the administrators/faculty.

Within that category, specific

mention was made of the facilitator’s self-disclosure and sense of humor.

Personal comments:
Candid talks of presenter’s own capability to be wrong
and make mistakes.
I was validated in my style and way of looking at things,
which are similar to yours.
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Juliann s comments and points were things that I knew
and felt, but that had been buried under stress.
When Juliann talked about letting people be who they
are.
[When she said] “If it didn’t kill you, it will make you
stronger.”
The “letting yourself go” parts.
When Juliann mentioned how blocks of her life could now
be viewed in 15-20 year increments [life is short], I
realized that also applies to me. Then I wished I had
taken moretime with my children even though I was home
with them.

Games

and

Group

Sharing

were cited by

15 (19%) of the total

participants—12 percent of the men and 23 percent of the women; and 19 percent each
of both age groups. This category covers a multitude of concepts from the physical
aspects of playing to the emotional aspects of connecting.

One woman specifically

mentioned “touching people and saying emotion-laden things.” Within this category
(as well as in Facilitator Comments and Attitude) participants emphasized the
positive impact of the message they heard that “it’s okay not to be perfect.”
Research material presented by the facilitator on humor and empathy was also
considered effective in the improvement of overall perception changes.
Ten participants (12%) cited All of the workshop elements as being
responsible for perception changes—12 percent of the men and 13 percent of the
women; 13 percent of the students and 11 percent of the administrators/facility.

The Trust Walk was cited by 9 (11%) of the participants-9 percent of the
men and 13 percent of the women; 7 percent of the students and 19 percent of the
administrators—with specific mention of a new awareness of how they negotiate
issues of control and surrender.
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The Balloon Reframe was cited by 5 (6%) of the participants-3 percent of
the men and 8 percent of the women; 9 percent of the students and none of the
administrators/faculty.

The Laugh Profile was also cited by 5 (6%) of the participants-^ percent of
the men and 4 percent of the women; 6 percent of the students and 7 percent of the
administrators/faculty.
The ‘Wo One's Normal" song was cited by 5 (6%) of the participants-^
percent of the males (students only; no administrator/faculty men) and 6 percent of the
females; 7 percent of the students and 4 percent of the administrators.
Three (4%) of the participants gave negative or ambivalent responses such as,
“I don’t know,” “not applicable,” and “none;” 22 (27 %)

participants left this

question blank--9 percent of the men and 13 percent of the women; 14 percent of the
students and 8 percent of the administrators.

Summary of Perception Changes
Overall, the positive results are consistent with the original notion that
Empathic Humor Workshops might improve perception of the self, others, and life
situations.

The workshop elements most frequently cited as having contributed most

to improved perceptions of self, other, and situations were Facilitator Comments and
Attitude, All of Them, Games and Group Sharing, Trust Walk, Balloon Reframe,
Laugh Profile, and the “No One’s Normal” song.

All seven of the elements credited

with helping to improve perception were nearly identical to those cited in Question lb
as having helped improve relationships.
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Question 1
Does your body feel any differently from when you firs,
arrived as a result of this workshop? If so, in what way(s)?
Please be specific.

This question corresponds to Alschuler’s stress-reducing strategy #4 and was
designed to see whether an Empathic Humor Workshop reduces the harmful physical
effects of stress.

Within the four categories listed below in Table 5.9, responses

mcluded emotional as well as physical changes, indicating an overlap in consequences.

TABLE 5.9

NUMBER AND PERCENTAGES OF PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
INCREASED PHYSICAL ENERGY AND VITALITY
ttotal n=»i)
CAILGORY
(I otal "n” in each Group—>)
ENERGIZED, AWAKE,
MOTIVATED

Students
M
(n=27)

F
(n=27)

Admin./Fac.
M
(n=6)

F
(n=21)

Total

Total

M
(n=33)

F
(n=48)

Grand
Total

%of
81

47*

58%

17

19

1

10

18

29

INCREASED RELAXATION,
DECREASED FATIGUE AND
DECREASED ANXIETY

5

0

3

7

8

7

15

19%

IMPROVED FEELINGS
ABOUT SELF AND TOWARD
OTHERS

7

1

1

1

8

2

10

12%

TIRED, SICK, HUNGRY

4

4

1

2

5

6

11

14%

NEGATIVE OR
AMBIVALENT

2

5

1

1

3

6

9

11%

NO RESPONSE

2

1

0

2

2

3

5

6%

Total Comments:

44M

53F

97**

♦The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
**Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.
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Categories

of

Responses

Increased energy, feeling more awake and motivated were

indicated

by 47 (58%) of the total participants-55 percent of the men and 60 percent of the
women; 67 percent of the students; 41 percent of the administrators/faculty.
Generalized individual comments included feeling pumped up, lively, healthy,
regenerated, upbeat and happy. Fifteen of the respondents made specific reference to
having come m tired and being surprised when they ended up feeling full of energy,
hence the repeated use of the word “awake” (mostly by the students).

Personal
I’m awake! Amazing!
I m much more awake. When I got here, I was tired and
felt I would have a terrible tune. I was wrong.
I came with very high expectations; was psyched. I now
have even more energy. I can’t stop smiling. Thank you
so much.

Within this category of physical changes, there were times when emotional
changes were also disclosed.

Some participants indicated feelings of increased

motivation, coping ability (“like a weight has been lifted”), empowerment, and
improved feelings about others.

Personal

comments:

I’m awake and can take on the world now, whereas
before I was tired and definitely not motivated.
I’m awake and ready to go!
I have a chance wake up and put forth a positive image
for others.
More awake and more open to the staff.
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I feel more alive like I want to release energy formed from
t is week s challenges. The challenges were changed
somehow, into energy. This energy I feel will help me get
through this week.

Increased relaxation, decreased fatigue and anxiety were

indicated

by 7 (15 percent) of the total participants-8 percent of the men and 7 percent of the
women; 9 percent of the students and 37 percent of the administrators/faculty. Specific
comments included: nerves not on edge anymore, breathing deeper and feeling
warmer, and being calmer and at peace.
In addition to the physical changes reported, improved feelings about the
self and toward others were also indicated by 10 (12%) of the participants-14
percent of the men and 4 percent of the women; 15 percent of the students and 11
percent of the administrators/faculty. They revealed feeling worthwhile and important;
more open and free and less self-conscious; motivated to consider other people’s
feelings, and in general, having a better outlook.
There did appear to be some negative physical changes as indicated by the 11
participants who said they felt

tired, sick and hungry as a result of the workshop-

-15 percent of the men and 13 percent of the women; 15 percent of the students and 11
percent of the administrators/faculty.

Comments included feeling tired and fatigued,

having a headache from laughing, and feeling hungry. One said her fever went up, but
apologized that it wasn’t the fault of the workshop, but just a flu that wouldn’t go
away.
Nine percent reported negative or ambivalent feelings such as “no”, “not
really”,

and “I’ve had lots of things happen in my life not easy to let go of.” The

remaining 5 percent of the responses were left blank.
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Summary

of Physical

Cimagsa

Overall, the positive results are consistent with the original notion that
Empathic Humor Workshops might reverse the harmful physical effects of stress by
increasing physical energy and vitality.
More students than administrators felt tired and hungry, while most of the
reported improved feelings about the self and toward others came from male students.

Question

4

Do you feel you have been validated and/or empowered as a result
of the workshop?

If so, how?

Please be specific.

The purpose of this question was to see whether an Empathic Humor
Workshop increases the ability to cope—Alschuler’s stress-reducing strategy #5.
While feelings of self-validation and empowerment were the focus of this question,
various other topics also appeared within the three resulting categories. Although not
part of the question, feelings of connectedness emerged, as well as permission to
laugh, smile, and have fim, as indicated in Table 5.10.
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TABLE 5.10

D FEEUNrS"nR°v ?, m PARTICIPANTS REPC)RTIN(;
rKOVLU FEELINGS OF VALIDATION AND EMPOWERMENT
V1UUU U

—

OJLJ

CATEGORY
(Total “n” in each Gtoud—>i
IMPROVED MOTIVATION,
SELF-CONFIDENCE

Students
M
(n-27^

F
(Vn—z
n—
/)

Admin./Fac.
M
(n=o)

F
(n=21)

Total

Total

M
(n=33)

F“
(n=48)

Grand
Total

% or

81

10

13

2

7

12

20

32*

40%

INCREASED
CONNECTEDNESS WITH
OTHERS

3

3

1

2

4

5

9

11%

INCREASED AWARENESS
OF HUMOR AS A COPING
TOOL

0

3

1

2

1

5

6

7%

NEGATIVE OR
AMBIVALENT

5

3

1

6

6

9

15

19%

NO RESPONSE

5

8

3

6

8

14

22

27%

53F

84**

Total

Comments:

31M

♦The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
♦♦Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.

Categories of Responses
Improved motivation and self-confidence was indicated by 32 (40%) of
the participants—36 percent of the men and 42 percent of the women; 43 percent of the
students and 33 percent of the administrators.

Individual comments highlighted

feelings of self-worth, self-praise, the need for self-praise, willingness to be less than
perfect, ability to change things we don’t like about ourselves, and learning to “help
myself from within.”
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Personal
Empowered to be my true, best self.
My feelings do count.
I can handle things thrown at me.
Don t always remember to praise myself.
Need to stay on top of my own damaging behavior.
Restored sense of self-worth; am in control of my
emotions now.
Even if I can t handle things, it’s okay.
I have a purpose; feel at ease with myself.

Increased connectedness with others was indicated by 9 (11%) of the
participants-12 percent of the men and 10 percent of the women; 11 percent of each of
the age groups. This category also included new attitudes toward family, friends and
colleagues; willingness to be take risks and be more open with others; the realization
that humor and laughter can be brought to others; and the recognition of common life
goals.

Personal

comments:

Helped me remember that everyone has things about
themselves that they don’t like and helped me feel I can
change.
Everyone always needs reminders of reality, self-worth.
Refreshing reminder of things that are
toeveryone, which we sometimes overlook.

important

Being talked to by someone who knows my name
makesme feel like someone.
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Increased awareness of humor as a coping tool was indicated by 6
(7%) of the participants—3 percent of the men and 10 percent of the women; 6 percent
of the students and 11 percent of the administrators/faculty.

Though the general

theme of tins question was self-empowerment and validation, its ultimate goal was to
enhance copmg abilities. The following individual comments show that for some, that
goal was achieved.

Personal
Laugh and smile first; then worry.
Less seriousness can help me get through difficult days.
Have fun and do your best.

One participant, however, did exhibit some skepticism when .she said, “feels
good, but putting it into practice is another story.”
Fifteen (19%) of the participants gave negative or ambivalent responses—18
percent of the men and 19 percent of the women; 24 percent of the students and 33
percent of the administrators/faculty. .There were more detailed comments in addition
to the general “no’s” and “not really’s”.

Personal comments:
Maybe. We’ll see how this week goes.
Maybe. But I felt good to begin with.
I don’t know; can’t understand the question.
Didn’t have time to get into it.
No. I am who I am because God loves me.
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Twenty-two (27%) of the participants did not respond to this question at all24 percent of the men and 29 percent of the women; 24 percent of the students; 33
percent of the administrators/faculty.

Summary of Improved Coping Ability
Overall, the positive results are consistent with the original notion that
Empathic Humor Workshops might increase the participants’ coping ability

by

increasing feelings of self-validation and empowerment.

Question 5
Overall, what do you think is the most important thing
you learned today?
This question was designed to ascertain whether an Empathic Humor
Workshop would promote the self-care tactics included within Alschuler’s general
stress-reducing strategy #6—counteracting burnout and promoting renewal.

The

participants were given the opportunity to decide for themselves the most important
lesson they would be taking away from the workshop. The focus of the four categories
which emerged were similar in content to those indicated in previous tables.
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TABLE 5.11

The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
**Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.

Categories of Responses
Increased acceptance and tolerance of others was chosen as the most
important lesson by 29 (36%) of the total participants—42 percent of the men and 31
percent of the women;

31

percent of the students and 44 percent of the

administrators/faculty. Specifics included learning to trust;

accepting people’s

imperfections and not being judgmental (in the words of one student, “don’t rag on
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people ), recognizing the uniqueness of others; seeing things through another
person s eyes; the importance of connecting with others; and being considerate and
attentive.

Personal comipyp^.
All people are special; no one is the same.
Be free to create new ways to enjoy each other.
I shouldn’t expect the from others what I expect from myself.
People accept you as you accept them.
Under a professional exterior is a more emotional person than one would
expect.

The lesson that laughter and fun are important in life was chosen as the
most important by 22 (27%) of the participants -24 percent of the men and 29 percent
of the women, 24 percent of the students and 33 percent of the administrators/faculty.
This incorporated being able to laugh at oneself and with the world and

the

importance of fun in helping to get anything done.

Personal

comments:

Laugh and the world laughs with you.
Remember to laugh every day.
Laughter is fun, contagious and necessary.
Laugh more and don’t be so serious all the time.
Laugh and always try to be a kid at heart.

Self acceptance and tolerance was chosen as the most important lesson

learned by 21 participants (26%)—24 percent of the men and 27 percent of the women;
33 percent of the students and 11 percent of the administrators/faculty. This category
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encompassed being yourself and not worrying about what others think; having self
confidence and trusting in one’s inherent abilities.

Personal
I can handle whatever comes my way.
I m okay just the way I am; it’s great to be me.
To be myself no matter where I am or who I’m with.
I’m not alone in my craziness!
Keep your chin up and respect yourself.
To ask for help, use your resources, and don’t be afraid to exhibit mv
limitations.

Learning to cherish and enjoy life and look for the positive was
considered the most important lesson by 7 (9%) of the participants—6 percent of the
men and 15 percent of the women; 7 percent of the students and 11 percent of the
administrators/faculty.

Included here were the need to look for the bright side in

difficult situations; increased motivation to be positive and enjoy life; and recognizing
that life is too short and must be taken with a grain of salt.

Personal comments:
Every situation has a bright side. It’s all in the way you
look at it.
Learned not to let things and people bother me as much.
Learned to relax, enjoy life and take one day at a time.
Get the best out of life instead of it getting the best of
me.

Sixteen percent of the participants left this blank.
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Summary of the Most important Lessons i.p.-irn^n
Overall, the positive results are consistent with the original notion that
Empathic Humor Workshops might help the participants counteract burnout and
promote renewal by enhancing their self-help abilities and offering hope. As indicated
by the participants, interpersonal connectedness also helps increase those skills and,
in fact, within the most important lesson learned, acceptance of others ranked ahead of
acceptance of the self.

Question 6

Any additional comments?
This question was created to ascertain the most helpful workshop elements
and any which may have had negative effects, or no effect at all. As indicated in Table
5.12, three specific categories emerged.

Miscellaneous positive comments were

consolidated, in the same way as negative or ambivalent responses have been all
along. These will be further detailed within the general description.
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TABLE 5.12

NUMBER AND PERCENTAGES OF PARTICIPANTS REPORTING
additional COMMENTS
Students
CATEGORY
(Total n within Group—>)

M
(n=27)

EXCELLENT, AWESOME,
THANK YOU

F
(n=27)

Admin./Fac.

Total

Total

M
(n=6)

M
(n=33)

F
(n=48)

F
(n=21)

10

16

2

10

12

26

GREAT FACILITATOR

4

6

1

3

5

WANT INFORMATION ON
WORKSHOPS AND E/H

2

2

0

0

MISCELLANEOUS, POSITIVE
COMMENTS

0

4

0

NEGATIVE OR
AMBIVALENT

2

0

NO RESPONSE

10

10

Total

Grand
Total

%of
81

38*

47%

9

14

17%

2

2

4

5%

3

0

7

7

9%

1

1

3

1

4

5%

2

9

12

19

31

38%

34M

64F

98**

Comments:

*The Grand Totals in the horizontal rows represent the number of participants who responded to the
category. The corresponding percentages are based on the total sample (n=81). Because of the quality in
numbers of males vs. females and students vs. administrators within the total sample, further delineation
of responses within each category will be presented within the body of the text.
**Row totals cannot be summed into column totals because some participants answered single questions
with multiple responses, which fit into more than one category. Therefore, total responses sometimes
exceed the total sample.

Categories of Responses
Thirty-eight (47%) of the total 81 participants indicated that the workshop was
well-received

by

expressing

thanks

and

describing

it

as

excellent

or

awesome-30 percent of the men and 54 percent of the women; 48 percent of the

students and 44 percent of the administrators/faculty. General comments included:
loved it; great workshop, thanks for sharing it with us; very nice; very enjoyable;
thanks for a great afternoon.
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Bgrsonal

comment.*?;

Just think this was great! It was worth missing my other
scheduled appointment (which I cancelled in the middle of
the workshop!)
Great job! Had fun...liked the mind-body stuff.

Fourteen (17%) participants generally praised the facilitator-15 percent of
the men and 19 percent of the women; 19 percent of the students and 15 percent of the
administrators/faculty.

Personal comments:
You’re an absolutely beautiful person. Thank you.
She should come back again.
Great person; you’re open.
Thanks for everything; God bless.
Hope to come to another of your workshops in the future.
Hope I will have you in a workshop somewhere at least
once a year. (Worked with you in Rhode Island last
year.) You do a superb job!
Terrific! Could have listened to you all day!
Juliann was a great presenter. Of all the
workshops I’ve been to, this is by far the best.

Four

of the total participants (5%) requested more information on the

workshops and empathic humor theory—6 percent of the men and 13 percent of

the women; 7 percent of the students, no administrators/faculty. The requests came
entirely from the students, who specifically asked for information on the music used,
the handouts, and elements of the workshop design.
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Bgrsonal

commeniv

I m a psych major and am very interested in your studies.
Does this work in industrial settings or the workplace?
Am interested in creating my own idea of humor therapy.
How do I get involved in this. It looks like what I’d enjoy
trying-need any help?

Seven (9%) of the total participants gave responses which did not fit into any
of the other categories, and were therefore classified as miscellaneous, positive
comments -none of the men and 15 percent of the women; 7 percent of the students

and 11 percent of the administrators/faculty. Note the differences in focus between the
two groups:

Students:
Thanks for teaching me to be my own big fish in this
small pond.
Thank you helping me find another part of me.
I liked doing the Laugh Profile, but it made me a little
homesick because a lot of it had to do with my family.
The past two weeks have been very bad and it all came
to a head last night. This workshop helped me a lot. I’m
much more relaxed and feeling better about myself and
friends. Thanks.

Administrators/Facultv:
It’s good to remember that as adults we can still be kids.
Laughing was great. I’m so glad I was reminded of it.
I enjoyed seeing people have good, clean fun.Thanks for
not letting the laughs sink to a low level.God Bless!
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Negative

or ambivalent

responses were given by 4 (5%) of the total

participants and included the following comments:

Students:
The program seemed to be geared towards the younger
adolescent population.
Too long. Kept saying 10 minutes left, last exercise, etc.

Administrntors/Facultv:
One song would have been enough.
was better [“Easy Going Day”].

The Big Bird one

Uncomfortable with quick answers to these
questions within the workshop.

and

Thirty-one (38%) of the participants left this question blank.

Overall Summary
As originally hypothesized, the statistical data detailed in this chapter are
consistent with the original hypothesis-that the short-term effects of an Empathic
Humor Workshop might have a positive impact on counteracting

burnout and

increasing overall renewal and physical, emotional, and mental well being.
The clinical evidence from the open-ended questions indicates that there may
some residual effects as well.

The overall self-reported participant responses, as

indicated below, are fully consistent with the four Characteristics of Renewal::
(1) Decreased distancing from others
(Increase in self and other acceptance and tolerance; feelings of
connectedness and trust; will be less judgmental.)
(2) Increase in physical energy and vitality
(Energized, hyped, pumped, awake; more relaxed, less anxious.)
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(3) Increase in emotional stamina
(I m fine the way I am; I can handle anything that comes
needs are important too; will be more open.)

my way; my

(4) Attitude toward the hopeful
(Things aren t as bad as they seem; people are worth a second look ; life is
precious; focus on the positive.)

The elements of the workshop design cited by the participants as proving most
effective were those which encouraged connectedness, playfulness, physical activity,
self-disclosure, trust, and personal sharing. In addition to those who believed “all of
them ’ helped unprove relationships and perception changes, many other participants
listed general categories like games and sharing with the group as well as with
individual partners. Specific exercises considered most effective included the Balloon
Reframe, in which participants restructure one another’s negative messages into
positive ones; the Laugh Profile, in which two partners share personal information on
how they use humor in their lives; Group Juggling, a physically active game which also
encourages willingness to risk and accept personal imperfections; the Trust Walk,
which highlights issues of trust, control, and willingness to ask for what you need.
While facilitator comments and attitude were deemed most effective in helping to
improve perception changes, they were also credited, although to a lesser degree, with
helping to improve feelings about the self and about relationships.
The following is an overall view of the categories which emerged from the
responses to the open-ended questions with regard to frequency mentioned and
differences with regard to sex and age.
Regarding improved relationships with others, participants most frequently
mentioned improved acceptance and tolerance of others;

connectedness and trust;

improved perception and willingness to be more caring, accepting, open and
comfortable. More women than men cited acceptance and tolerance, but more men
than women mentioned increased feelings of connectedness and trust.
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Comments regarding improved perception changes of others were equally
divided. Most of the improved feelings of acceptance and tolerance came from the
administrators/faculty.

In the category of willingness to be more caring, accepting,

open and comfortable with people in general, men and women were relatively equally
divided, as were both age groups.
With regard to improved feelings about the self, more women and more
administrators/faculty cited improved self perception; more women and students cited
improved motivation and self confidence; men and women and both age groups were
nearly equally divided in their increased feelings of self-knowledge and improved
attitude. Although the men and women were relatively equal on the issue of increased
self-acceptance

and

administrators/faculty.

personal

empowerment;

more

students

felt

this

than

However, the category which focused on cherishing and

enjoying life was more frequently cited by the older group, as well as by more women
than men. Improved perception changes of situations were mentioned more frequently
by women and divided equally between both age groups. The next chapter will detail
the conclusions and implications of these results.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS

AND

IMPLICATIONS

This chapter presents the conclusions of the study and implications for further
research.

It will also examine 1) further limitations of the study; 2) the relationship

between empathic humor and burnout and renewal, 3) the relationship of empathic
humor to various physical, psychological, and social theories with respect to overall
wellness; and, 3) future training possibilities using empathic humor in diverse
settings.

Statement of the Prnhlpm

The main purpose for this study was to investigate the impact of an Empathic
Humor Workshop on counteracting burnout and promoting renewal. Virtually all of the
literature to help prevent or alleviate burnout focuses on one or more of the five
stress-reducing strategies discussed in this dissertation (Alschuler, 1980):

1) social

support and connectedness, 2) changes in perception; 3) reduction of harmful physical
effects; 4) improved coping ability; and 5) counteracting burnout and promoting
renewal. An Empathic Humor Workshop is essentially a new approach to the problem
of burnout, the term used to describe negative physical and psychological responses to
stress when environmental demands are perceived as more than can be handled.
Empathic Humor Workshops differ from existing stress-reducing designs in
their ability to impact all five stress-reducing strategies at the same time.

In an

attempt to encourage self and other acceptance and tolerance and promote
interpersonal connectedness, this psycho-educational personal growth workshop
concentrates on hope.

This goal encourages overall wellness by promoting renewal,

the positive physical and psychological responses to stress.
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Humor

Summary

The topic of humor has been baffling the experts for years.

The theories

surrounding it number well into the hundreds, but no one theory has yet captured its
essence, and none probably ever will. As noted by popular columnist Erma Bombeck
(1989) in her tribute to the memory of Lucille Ball:

You cannot dissect humor or the people who make it.
It s been tried.
After you isolate the surprise, the
exaggeration, the relevancy, the irreverence, the
absurdity and the creativity, there will be nothing left
under your microscope but a colorless slice of life. (p. Dl)

Be that as it may, when dealing in the world of academia, one must bend.
Therefore, as used in this dissertation, the term is defined as follows:

humor is an

overall concept involving a sudden, pleasant psychological shift which results from
recognizing the funny or ludicrous aspects of situations or things.
produce humor, others appreciate it; some can do both.

Some people

A sense of humor is

sensitivity to and readiness for humor stimuli, and appears to be partly inherited and
partly developed, i.e., nature via nurture, rather than nature vs. nurture. The sense of
humor has definable stages of development which can and should be deliberately
cultivated because of its benefits to overall wellness.

Physiologically, laughter

benefits the immune system, relieves stress, aids respiration and blood pressure;

psychologically, humor acts as a self-esteem enhancer and coping tool, as well as
enhancing learning, creativity, and divergent thinking; and socially, humor enhances
relationships, self-disclosure, and group interaction.

A sense of humor has been

correlated with maturity, intelligence, self-actualization, and longevity and is
considered a powerful tool for overall survival.
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Empathy Summary

V,

Empathy, like humor, appears to encourage psychological growth, physiological
healing, and social well-being. The simple definition of empathy is the ability to enter
fully into another’s feelings, and experience. The capacity to empathize is considered
a key to interpersonal understanding and human interaction. One of the more current
approaches to the concept of empathy includes not only joining with another, but also
keeping one’s own uniqueness in the process, as opposed to becoming totally
immersed in the other person,. At the same time the person being empathized is left
with a sense of having been heard and understood.

While the benefits of empathy

have long been appreciated in the psycho-social arena, new evidence suggests that
empathy s benefits also include the physiological domain. Empathy is considered the
basis for pro-social behavior (Hoffman, 1984) and new research suggests those who
engage in pro-social behavior, or doing for others, have a chance at a longer life span
than those who don’t.

The personality traits often associated with empathy include

intelligence, aesthetic attitude, breadth of experience, similarity with the other,
intraceptiveness, and self-insight (Allport, 1961). As will be noted in the conclusions
of the study, empathy has far-reaching potential as a tool for personal and inter¬
personal growth when used as a connecting agent.

Empathic Humor Summary

The concept of empathic humor, as conceived by me, emerged from
synthesizing the properties of empathy and humor with the purpose of creating a
whole more powerful than the sum of its parts.

Research into both these topics

uncovered extensive overlapping and complementary benefits in the physiological,
psychological and social domains.

Though the term empathic humor is new, it
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represents that type of connecting humor that is familiar to everyone and is based in
the concept of shared humanity.

Despite the uniqueness of every living member of

humankind, there are certain things we have in common which transcend age and
culture.

We all want to love and be loved, be successful in what we do, and know

that our journey through this life is somehow worthwhile. But the foibles of everyday
living can get in the way of that journey by putting a few bumps in the road. How do
we cope? And what happens if we don’t? Stress happens. Stress is the combination
of a stressor, or environmental demand, plus the perception that it is more than can be
handled. One way to handle stress is to let go of things we can’t control by changing
our perception of them. This can be done by taking a humorous view of them and/or by
sharing our thoughts and feelings about them with someone else.

Both of these

tactics help lighten the load and sometimes make it easier to cope. Becoming aware
of the properties of empathic humor and learning how to use them can positively effect
overall wellness.

Benefits include self-esteem enhancement, interpersonal

connectedness and many aspects in between.

Learning how to cope with stress is

essential because overwhelming stress can lead to burnout.

Burnout. Renewal, and Empathic Humor Workshops

Burnout as defined by Freudenberger (1980) is the exhaustion of physical and
mental resources brought about by “excessively striving to reach some unrealistic
expectations imposed by one’s self or by the values of society ( p. 17).” Though the
term is usually associated with the workplace, especially among the helping
professions, burnout can be viewed as a general behavioral response to the stress of
unrealistic expectations, and therefore reaches beyond the professional arena to
include the demands of everyday life. Since burnout is a syndrome of progressively
negative physical and psychological responses to some form of stress, tension, or
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pressure, interventions to help change those negative responses to positive ones are
necessary.

Like a burned out bulb, burned out people lose energy and power, which

need to be restored or renewed in order for them to survive. Renewal, therefore, is the
restoration of healthy psychological responses and increased physical energy and
stamina, resultmg m fresh energy and power to help get on with the business of life.
Workshops which utilize a combination of empathic humor and psychoeducational interventions can help counteract burnout and, therefore, promote renewal.
Initially created as a personal growth intervention, an Empathic Humor Workshop
promotes the philosophy that incorporating a combination of humor and empathy into
everyday life.

This helps make life easier to negotiate by improving self-acceptance,

connectedness with others, and perception.

Empathic Humor Workshops are founded

on three basic premises: 1) if you can’t change a situation, change your reaction to it;
2) recognizing that someone else has gone through a similar difficult situation and
come out the other side gives you hope, and 3) in terms of interpersonal relationships,
recognizing and sharing the similarities between ourselves and others may help make
their differences easier to accept.
The study presented in this dissertation was undertaken because of the need
for further empirical and clinical research to examine the effects of Empathic Humor
Workshops on coping with the normal stresses of everyday life.

To that end The

Martinez-Alschuler Personal Perception Inventory of Burnout and Renewal (PPIBOAR) was created, based on the original Alschuler Test of Burnout. The goal of the
PPI-BOAR was to examine the effects of an Empathic Humor Workshop on overall
burnout and renewal and physical, emotional, and mental well-being.

A set of six

open-ended questions was also created which corresponds to five of Alschuler’s
(1980) stress-reducing strategies:

1) social support and connectedness, 2) changes

in perception, 3) reduction of physical harmful effects, 4) improving coping abilities,
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and 5) counteracting burnout.

These strategies correspond to the stress

sequence in

Figure 2.1

Presentation of the Data

Two separate Empathic Humor Workshops were conducted with two different
groups for a total of 81 participating subjects ranging in age from 19 to 63. The first
group mcluded 54 student personnel from the Residential Life staff of a state college in
New Hampshire—27 males and 27 females between the ages of 19 and 26.

The

second group included 27 administrators/faculty from a community college in
Massachusetts-6 males and 21 females between 29 and 63.

Each participant was

given two different forms of the PPI-BOAR to measure burnout and renewal scoresone as a pre-test and the other as a post-test

At the end of the workshop, the

participants were asked to fill out a 6-item evaluation questionnaire designed to
examine the workshop s impact on the five stress-reducing strategies listed above.
The data from both workshops were consolidated and treated as one study. The t-test
scores were categorized in the following ways:

1) overall total scores, 2) male-female

change scores, and, 3) age difference change scores.
The results of the pre-tests and post-tests were consistent with the original
hypothesis—that the short-term effects of an Empathic Humor Workshop might have a
positive impact on counteracting burnout and increasing overall renewal and improve
physical, emotional, and mental well-being.
Within the total sample there were highly significant differences in the overall
mean scores for renewal (P<.000) and for physical, emotional, and mental well-being
(Pc.000 for each).
There were also highly significant differences in the male-female change scores
for overall renewal (Pc. 13) and for emotional well-being (Pc.040) and mental well
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being (P<.008), but no significant differences in the male-female changes scores for
physical well-being (P=<.145). There were no significant differences in total renewal
or sub-scores by age (students vs. administrators/faculty).

Overall, women were

effected more than men, but both age groups benefitted equally.
The following common themes emerged from the written responses to the
open-ended questions and correspond to the stress-reducing strategies and their
corresponding tactics as outlined by Alschuler and detailed in Chapter 3:

Strategy

#1:

Social

Support and

Connectedness:

Regarding relationships with the people with whom they shared the workshop,
participants

reported

1)

increased

acceptance

and

tolerance,

2)

increased

connectedness and trust, which included a willingness to reach out; and 3) increased
self-knowledge and improved personal attitude in terms of improved

feelings about

themselves and situational perceptions.
Regarding their relationships with people in general (beyond the workshop),
participants reported they would be 1) more caring, accepting, open and comfortable;
and 2) happier and more accepting.
Although the question which elicited these responses focused only on feelings
about others, feelings about the self also emerged, indicated an overlap and richer set
of responses than expected.
The contents of the responses given correlate with some of the corresponding
stress-reducing tactics suggested by Alschuler (see Chapter 3) within this strategy of
social support and connectedness: 1) supporting colleagues, 2) sharing feelings with
another person, 3) utilizing more teamwork.

In addition, the responses generated a

propensity toward reaching out to others, which could result in some of the remaining
tactics like creating a buddy system, developing mutual assistant pacts (agreeing to
be on call and help each other), and identifying mentors who are willing to help.
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SiratesV #2: Perception

Chiinm

In terms of perception changes, participants reported improved perception of
themselves, others, and life situations.

These responses correspond to the following

stress-reducing tactics within this strategy:

1) setting more realistic goals and

recogmzing limits (and also a willingness to accept those limits); clarifying values,
i.e., valuing the areas of strength in your life and emphasizing the positive; and
3) concentrating on what exists rather than what is missing.

Strategy #3: Physical Chunks
Positive physical changes reported included feeling:
2) relaxed, less tired, and less anxious.

1) energized and awake;

Some also reported feeling more tired, and

hungry, and the two participants who made reference to feeling sick did admit that
they had arrived in that condition and ended up feeling weaker because of the energy
expended during the workshop.

Surprisingly, some participants also reported

improved feelings about themselves and others, in addition to the positive physical
changes.
Participants’ responses about positive physical changes corresponded to the
stress-reducing tactics suggested by Alschuler:

1) learning to relax without drugs;

2) learning relaxation responses; 3) establishing a decompression routine (taking time
for oneself); and 4) purging yourself in private (laugh, cry, yell, scream) As noted by
one participant, “laughing and being a kid is okay.’’

Strategy #4: Improved Coping Abilities
Participants reported 1) improved motivation and feelings of being able to
handle whatever came their way; 2) increased feelings of connectedness with others
and willingness to give people the benefit of the doubt; 3) and an increased awareness
of using humor as a coping tool.

Corresponding stress-reducing tactics include:
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1) managing time better (“life’s too short’’); 2) delegate anythmg and everything you
can ( willingness to let subordinates help without fear of their doing the job better
than I can ), 3) create a new challenge (“I can do anything”); 4) get help from
colleagues (“won’t be afraid to ask for help”).

Strategy #5: Counteracting Burnout and Increasing Overall R<»npwn|
Two of the stress-reducing tactics suggested in this strategy have already
been addressed within preceding strategies and include: 1) being good to yourself,
and, 2) balancing work and recreation.
As pointed out by Alschuler, a complete distress reduction-bumout prevention
program should ideally include activities which implement all

five of the strategies

discussed above.
As previously noted, when adapting Alschuler’s model of stress-reducing
strategies to conform to Empathic Humor Workshops, the second one—“Reducing or
Preventing Stressors”—was left out since it concerns external stimuli, i.e., stressors,
which it was decided would not be directly affected by the workshop because empathic
humor influences only internal responses to the external stimuli.

As established by

the study, however, it appears that by helping people to change their perception of
external stressors, Empathic Humor Workshops can help reduce or prevent stressors
by empowering people to deal with them in a more positive way. Basically, in order to
master all of the stress-reducing-stress-preventing tactics recommended, people must
be able to ask for things for themselves.

Some of the tactics for reducing stressors

include job sharing, use of volunteers, taking a leave of absence, and learning how to
say no. Because of the increased feelings of self-worth encouraged by the workshop,
people appeared to feel more capable of taking charge of their needs.
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Overall, the most important lessons learned from the workshop, as pointed out
by the participants themselves, were: 1) increased acceptance and tolerance of others;
2) awareness that laughter and fun are important in life; 3) increased self-acceptance
and empowerment; and 4) cherish and enjoy life and look for the positive.

Limitations
As described in the Methodology chapter, certain factors limited the scope
beyond which the results of this study could be determined. For instance:

Short-Term Effects
Although the study showed that a 3-hour Empathic Humor Workshop has
significant overall short-term positive effects in counteracting burnout and promoting
renewal, long-term effects were not determined because no follow-up interviews were
conducted with the participants.

Since the short-term effects were highly positive, it

stands to reason that there may be long-term residual effects. This is worthy of
subsequent study.

Therefore, with respect to further research, I would either add or

make changes to the following specifications:

Follow-Up

Interviews

In the future, I would conduct follow-up interviews with workshop participants
one- to three-months after a workshop to ascertain whether or not the personal skills
learned had been incorporated into their daily lives. Correspondence from people who
have taken part in Empathic Humor Workshops prior to the study indicate a strong
possibility that this is the case (see Appendix D).

For instance, a follow-up

telephone interview was conducted 6 weeks after a workshop with the administrator
from the medical center in Vermont where the pilot study was conducted because of a
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note she wrote describing the “secret, happy, bond” shared by people who took the
workshop.

When I called and asked her to elaborate, she explained that cooperation

with co-workers had improved tremendously: “I have no trouble asking any of them for
help....everyone is now tremendously supportive and I feel that connection and they
feel it too.

She also indicated that effects of the workshop had some influence on her

home life, and in general.

For example, she is more patient with her 2-year old son

(“It takes him longer to come up the stairs, but I let him do it at his pace”); she
laughs and plays more (“Sometimes I take myself too seriously”);

she feels hopeful

that she has some power to change things (“I liked the way you talked about not
being able to change the past; but you can change the future”). For her, the best
lesson from the workshop was learning:

...that I can only do what I can do...it’s something as
basic as that, but it’s something people need to be
constantly reminded of. Though there’s a million stressreducing workshops, yours is about something totally
different, (personal communication, 1989)

The notes from the phone interview can be found in Appendix E.

Population
The groups used in the study were quite homogeneous.

One way to ascertain

more general overall results might be to conduct a workshop comprised of many
different age groups and professions rather than have the group representing one
specific organization or population.

Decree of Effectiveness of Workshop Components
In future workshops, there will be an attempt to increase the types of exercises
and activities cited by the participants as being most effective.
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Implications
Future

Research

Because findings from the study indicated that the positive effects of Empathic
Humor Workshops are not necessarily limited either by age or sex, it appears that
future workshops could produce positive outcomes when used with many other
populations. Because of its positive effects on relationships and on the self, empathic
humor could be incorporated into training for the following groups:

Young Men vs. Older Men
Based upon the responses to the open-ended questions in the study detailed in
Chapter 5, it appeared that the younger men in the study were more open to change
and more willing to talk about feelings about themselves and others.

Conducting a

workshop with a group for men only would offer an opportunity to examine not only
whether this outcome was constant, but also whether it might contribute to helping
younger men stay more in touch with and open about their feelings as they matured,
as opposed to becoming more “autonomous” (Gilligan, 1985) in issues intimacy as
they matured.

Empathic Humor Workshop could also facilitate interpersonal

communication channels between many different age groups of men, such as fathers
and sons, male teachers and students; and male employers and employees.

Young Women vs. Older Women
Although the self-reported responses of the younger and older women in the
study were similar, as within an all-male workshop, workshops conducted for women
only would offer the same opportunities for increased interpersonal communication as
described above for men-only workshops.
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Mixed Groups
Although the groups in the study were homogeneous as far as professional and
personal profile, positive feedback has come from past workshops where the
population included all different levels of administrative and support staffs with an
organization. People from past workshops have commented that being made aware of
and sharing the common bonds allowed them to see beyond the professional mask.
Therefore, it would appear that further study could be beneficial with different levels of
professional groups from within the same organization.

Parents
Because Empathic Humor workshops appear to improve relationships, their
effects could impact many different areas of parent-child relationships. An additional
benefit for the children might include an expanded awareness of the behavioral choices
available to them at an early age.

Adult Children of Alcoholics and Dysfunctional Families
Personality traits of this population include poor self image, the need to be
perfect, and overprotecting care taking behavior.

Anecdotal evidence from past

workshops I have already conducted within this population indicate that awareness of
empathic humor is extremely helpful in learning to reframe negative messages,
improve self-image, and change perception of themselves, others, and their situations.

The Elderly
After conducting a recent workshop for retired nuns between the ages of 65 and
95, it became clear that empathic humor activities could be utilized to help remind any
elderly population of their self-worth by encouraging touching and offering an
opportunity for them talk, be listened to, and play together—a rare opportunity since
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many of them spend their days in infirmary beds or wheelchairs. People are never too
old to change personal perceptions and stories about themselves and others, and vice
versa. The younger nuns who took part in the workshop seemed amazed at what the
older nuns were physically and mentally capable regarding workshop activities, and
many of them got to know each other on a more personal basis.

Incoming College Freshmen
An Empathic Humor Workshop could help ease the transition from being a big
fish in small pond (seniors in high school) to small fish in big pond (first-year college
students).

By encouraging uniqueness, belonging, and connectedness, the use of

empathic humor during orientation week could help these young people get to know
each other more quickly and enhance feelings of self and other acceptance.

Outgoing College Seniors
Empathic Humor Workshops could arm them with life skills to take into the
real world, such as being able to ask for what they need; increased interpersonal
communication skills, and awareness of potential perception changes.

Elementary Education Student Teachers
Empathic Humor Workshops could help them focus not only on their feelings
about themselves and their skills, but help them understand how important their
influence is on the children in their care by showing them that how they say things is
as potent as what they say. In addition, their modeling the use of humor and empathy
in their classrooms encourages their students to do the same and also impacts the
students’ learning skills.
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The Handicapped
Conducting a workshop with a group of handicapped people either alone or
included in a group of non-handicapped people has many potential benefits for all
concerned. Issues of self-worth and perception changes could be implicitly addressed
resulting in enhanced inter- and intra-personal awareness

I have already seen this in

practice during past workshops I’ve conducted where handicapped people were
involved.

T eenagers
Empathic humor could be used to encourage personal empowerment in a world
that doesn’t give this age group credit for having any , as well as encouraging positive
peer pressure.

The above compilation is only a partial list of populations which might be
positively effected by an Empathic Humor Workshop. Clearly, the options are many.

Theory
Relationship

to

Developmental

Stages

People at all different stages of development might benefit from Empathic
Humor Workshops in terms of either becoming more settled in an existing stage or
being nudged into the next.

For instance, within each stage of Erik Erikson’s (1968)

personality theory, there is a crisis to be resolved.

Erikson uses the term

in a negative way, but to represent what he calls a “turning point,
increased vulnerability and heightened potential (p. 96).

crisis

not

or crucial period of

Since the study indicated

that empathic humor helps increase self acceptance and motivation, perhaps utilizing
empathic humor techniques during some of these developmental turning points would
help make them easier to negotiate.
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In Robert Kegan’s (1985) developmental theory, Stage 3 focuses on the

Interpersonal Self. In this stage people not only are capable of differentiating from
their own needs, but are also capable of coordinating their needs with the needs of

others. The focus of this stage is on relationships. The clinical data from the study
presented in this dissertation indicates that for many of the workshop participants, the
most important lesson learned from the was acceptance and tolerance of others.

It

would appear then that empathic humor could positively impact Kegan’s Stage 3
developmental level.

Right-Brain/Left-Brain Thinking
The difference between left-brain and right-brain thinking is that the left
hemisphere of the brain functions in logical and linear ways, accepting only what is
sure and clear, while the right brain functions in an intuitive way, i.e., the essence of
an idea is embraced before the details are understood. Rogers (1983) believed that a
combination of left and right brain functioning is necessary in order for significant
learning to take place,.

This combination incorporates “the logical and the intuitive,

the intellectual and the feelings, the concept and the experience, the idea and the
meaning.

When we learn that way, we are whole, utilizing all our...capacities

(p. 20).”
Robinson (1983 in McGhee & Goldstein) agrees and reported on surprising
research suggesting that laughter stimulates both the right and left brain hemispheres
at the same time and coordinates all the senses, resulting in a unique level of
consciousness and high level mode of brain processing. She further suggests that this
dual hemispheric brain activity has significant therapeutic value because it allows the
ability to see the logical, and concrete as well as the abstract or subtle nuances of a
problem.
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Because the results of the study presented here indicate that the workshop
offered the opportunity to think as well as to laugh, left-brain/right-brain thinking might
be another area for further research on the impact of empathic humor interventions. It
is possible that left- and right-brain hemispheres are simultaneously activated in the
workshop settmg, which might account for the expanded insight indicated by the
participants.
Similarly, an unpublished study indicating a striking correlation of .88 between

insight and the sense of humor was reported by Allport in 1961. He suggested that
this high coefficient meant either that personalities with marked insight are also high
in humor, or else that the raters were not able to distinguish between the two
qualities.

Regardless, he believed the results offered significant possibilities and

offered the following example:.
The personality of Socrates shows the close association
of the two traits. Legend tells how at a performance of
Aristophanes’ Clouds he stood up in order that the
amused audience might better compare his face with the
mask that was intended to ridicule him. Possessed of
good insight, he was able to view the caricature in a
detached way, and to aid the jest by laughing at himself.
(P 292)

In summary, it appears that interventions which enhance the sense of humor
and encourage laughter may also contribute to enhanced insight and problem-solving
skills.

I maintain that empathic humor interventions further expand insight and

problem-solving

skills because

through the empathy component, they offer

opportunities for an exchange of affective and cognitive states.

Empathic Humor Feedback Loop
It is my belief that empathic humor interventions create a give-and-take
feedback loop resulting in each person’s expanded self-awareness based on what the>
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earned from each another.

This hypothesis does not assume an indistinguishable

fusion but an augmentation of what already exists with a bonus of expanded reframing
skills and increased self-esteem.

Empathic Humor Workshops and Self-Esteem
I believe that the inability to deal with stress may be related, at least in part,
to feelings of self esteem. People who believe they don’t have what it takes lose the
ability to cope; those who give away personal power by not asking for what they need
lose control, and therefore the ability to respond to stress in a positive way.
Often the inability to ask for what we need comes from the fear of exposure of
our imperfect selves.

Homey (1950), proposed that the unending search for the

ideal self’ is impaired by the existence of “inner dictates,” comprised of taboos
concerning how and what one should be, e.g., “you should be able to endure
everything, to understand everything, to like everybody, to always be productive
(p. 64).” Homey called these “the tyranny of the should.” Searching for the ideal self
through interpersonal connectedness is may be more effective than searching in
isolation.
Rasey (1946, in Homey) believed that basic confidence includes both
confidence in oneself and in others and can be developed through warmth, feeling
welcome, care, protection, an atmosphere of confidence, and encouragement in one’s
activities.

Empathic Humor Workshops promote these attributes by encouraging

connectedness and create a climate where feelings can be comfortably expressed.
This atmosphere helps people get to the core of themselves by experiencing things in
their own way—what Rogers (1961) called “getting behind the mask (p. 21).”
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Rogers (1961) considered self-acceptance a stepping stone to change:
I find I am more effective when I can listen acceptantly to
myself, and can be myself. When I accept myself as I am,
then I change. We cannot move away from what we are,
until we thoroughly accept what we are. Then change
seems to come about almost unnoticed, (p. 17)

It appears, then, that improving self-esteem by increasing self-acceptance is
one way to counteract burnout and promote renewal. Based on the comments from the
participants in this study, Empathic Humor Workshops impact all six of the
characteristics recommended by Clemes and Bean (1981) as necessary for self¬
esteem fulfillment:

1) connectedness, or a sense of belonging; 2) uniqueness, or a

sense of specialness; 3) power, or a sense of control; 4) models, from which we get
our values and beliefs; 5) risk, or a willingness to reach out and act in new directions;
and 6) achievement, or a sense of accomplishment, which comes from positive
feedback. This may support my idea that self-esteem is at the root of the way people
deal with stress .

However, because of the limitations of the study conducted, it is

impossible to confirm that.

Seif

Actualization
Based on the results of the study, I submit that Empathic Humor Workshops

may enhance self actualization—the psychological process of maximum growth and
utilization of a person’s talents and capacities.

Humanistic psychologists such as

Maslow, Combs and Rogers posit that motivation is internal and that our own
perceptions of the world strongly influence our behavior (Bell & Schneidewind, 1986).
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Humanistic

Education

The philosophy of psychological or humanistic education gives high priority to
helpmg the learner reach a more adequate stage of development by increasing his/her
psychological competencies.

The focus of humanistic education is personal

knowledge, that is, conscious knowledge of experience of one’s own thoughts,
feelings, and actions as one interacts with oneself, others, and society. According to
Weinstein (1975), the concerns in the domain of personal knowledge include identity,
connectedness with others, and the sense of personal power people feel they have or
don’t have. This is the domain “that somehow is left to chance, accidental learning
(p. 6).”
As previously noted, Empathic Humor Workshops are based in the philosophy
of humanistic education. However, since the concept of empathic humor is new, the
field of humanistic education is not yet familiar with it and therefore the need for
further research in the effectiveness of these combined concepts is apparent.

The Psychological State and the Immune System
The possible benefits of empathic humor on the immune system have already
been discussed.

Recent data on the correlation between the psychological state and

the immune system indicate that Empathic Humor Workshops are similar to some of
the psychological interventions currently being used enhance the immune systems of
cancer patients. Psychologists and immunologists working together for the first time
have produced surprising new evidence that altering a patient’s mental state can
boost the immune system.

A new study (Goleman, 1989) shows beneficial effects

from the “relief of confronting traumatic memories, from learning to look at life with
more optimism and from the excitement of living at a mildly hectic pace (p. D-l).” The
study incorporated relaxation and cognitive therapy techniques to make the cancer
patients more optimistic about the events in their lives.
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The findings suggest that

exploring deeply upsetting episodes in one's life during therapy might have direct
benefits on the immune system.

Empathic Humor Workshops and Survival
The similarities between the study regarding psychological states and the
immune system described above, and the study conducted for this dissertation offer a
myriad of possibilities for Empathic Humor Workshops in the field of medicine. In
teaching people to have a wider perspective on situations that they can’t control,
Empathic Humor Workshops may also expand their choices in how to respond. One of
the most important issues raised from the my study was the ability to accept all
elements of the self, blemishes and all-the happy self, the sad self, the skilled self,
the unskilled self, and so forth. Research into the personalities of survivors indicates
that they possess the ability to accept and utilize all the complexities which come
together to make them who they are.
Psychologist A1 Siebert (in Segal, 1987) offers this fascinating profile of
survivors:

they appear possess a complexity of character where opposites unite.

These “biphasic” traits include being both serious and playful, tough and gentle,
logical and intuitive, hard-working and lazy, shy and aggressive, introspective and
outgoing, and so forth. Segal believes these paradoxical people are more flexible than
most with a wider range of psychological resources from which to draw. Rather than
being immobilized by their contradictory personalities, survivors seem to thrive on the
contradiction.
Siebert found that while survivors possess the same hierarchy of needs as
most people-survival, safety, acceptance by others, self-esteem, and selfactualization—the difference is that they pursue all of them.

Beyond self-

actualization, survivors possess a need for synergy, that is, the need to have things
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work well for oneself and for others-another indication of the importance of
interpersonal connectedness in terms of individual survival.

Future Training
What is apparent here is the need not only for Empathic Humor Workshops,
but for people who can efficiently conduct them. The study presented here included
comments on my effectiveness as a facilitator. In order to discover the nature of the
effectivess, it is necessary to examine some of my personal characteristics and
teaching techniques.

As previously detailed in Chapter 2, humor and empathy

awareness can be enhanced, but the inherent characteristics have to be there in the
first place. Therefore, in searching out people to work in the field of empathic humor, I
would look for those qualities first and also utilize and incorporate each individual’s
unique personal attributes
Subsequent training for them would include some of the same training available
to those who engage in the helping professions.

For example, Carkhuff, et al,. (in

Stanford & Roark, 1974) believe the core facilitative conditions for the helping
relationship include 1) empathy—understanding a person from his/her own frame of
reference; 2) positive regard—concern and respect for the person because he/she is a
person, irrespective of his /her actions; 3) genuineness—communicating what you
genuinely mean and feel at the moment and being yourself without elaboration, facade
or withholding; and 4) saying what you mean as concretely and specifically as
possible—trying, where possible, to use words that are part of the vocabulary of the
person to whom we are speaking.
As a facilitator, I try to utilize these characteristics to the best of my ability. It
is also possible that I have an inherent ability to be open.

Psychologist Peter Alsop

(personal communication, 1988) calls this the ability to be a dynamic personality
rather than a static one.

A person with a static personality does not make waves
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because he/she is afraid of not being liked or accepted.
personality is not afraid to live with ambivalence.

A person with a dynamic

Alsop believes the difference

between a static and dynamic person is comes down to their feelings of self-esteem.
Although I originally thought most of my effectiveness centered on my sense of
humor and its ability to allow people to trust me, Alsop suggested there was more to
my style than that:
i

It s the not the humor itself. It’s [your] ability to operate
dynamically in the present that builds the trust for
someone to be able to say, “You sound like someone to
me that I would like to talk with about this.” I think that
you re missing a level there that has to do with trust and
the dynamic ability of the person that you trust. And
you’re successful because you’re more than funny. You
care about them.

I believe that the ability to care is inherent in everyone; it just needs to be
accessed. Training in empathic humor awareness would definitely help do that.

Personal

Impressions

A recent episode of the popular television program, “Star Trek: The Next
Generation,” concerned a space war between two diametrically opposed factions of
the same species (not unlike many

here on earth).

A famous peacemaker was

brought in and asked what magic he would use to bring the two sides together and end
the war. The secret, he said, was finding a common bond and a way to let the enemies
express themselves.

He emphatically added, however,

that the real secret was in

being able to turn disadvantage into advantage.
Empathic humor helps people find the common bond and the goal of the
workshops is to give people room to express themselves so that they can really be
heard.

Participants laugh, play, share, connect, and learn how to turn disadvantage
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into advantage. This enables them to find strength and hope in themselves and each
other.
AU of the people I have trained through these workshops over the past three
years have helped me to grow in so many ways. They have let me into their hearts
and have taught me so much more than I ever taught them. I am touched by their
caring, power, strength, and sensitivity.

They start out as strangers and end up not

necessarily as friends, but at least with a new awareness of their own and each
others’ potential as human beings. The success of these workshops comes from the
unique qualities they bring to it.
Empathic Humor Workshops are not a cure-all and they don’t work for
everybody and, yes, it is possible that the positive results consistently reported are
partly fueled by what has been called “the workshop high,” which may, indeed,
diminish with time. But everything does.

I would hope that the positive outcomes

have a ripple effect, like a stone thrown into a lake, and that the people who shared
the workshops have learned to be more open and loving to the world around them.

It

is not easy, but so worth the price, to constantly strive to accept this challenge from
Thomas Merton:
Our job is to love others without stopping to inquire
whether or not they are worthy. That is not our business
and, in fact, it is nobody’s business. What we are asked
to do is to love; and this love itself will render both
ourselves and our neighbors worthy if anything can. (in
Lester, 1974, p. 110)
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APPENDIX A
Workshop Forms
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Written Consent Form for Research Participation

individuals and grouns with revarH m
renewal. This research project isgpan of

University of Massachusets,
f hUm°r a"ud empalhy (empathic humor) on
and promoting personal

Participation will consist of:
1) Responding to a Personal Perception Inventory prior to
2) Participating m an Empathic Humor Workshop
3) Responding to a Personal Perception Inventory and Evaluation
Questionnaire after the workshop.
The research project and workshop will take approximately 2 and 1/2 hours
Benefits which can be reasonably expected from the workshop will be derived from selfawareness and group interaction resulting from participation in games, music interpersonal
exerc'ses, and facilitator rnput. Panicipation in all research Jivities is .otaUy vSun.^T
Any participant is free to sit out any activity or leave at any time. Any questions abouUhe
research procedure will be answered.
4
Strict confidentiality in all responses will be maintained, Your name will not be used in any
published materials.
Understanding the above, I consent to participate in this research study.
Signed,
Date
I.D. #
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I.D

*

empathic humor workshop

Evaluation Questionnaire
1. a) What effects, if any. did this workshop have on your
relationships with the people here?

b) Which elements of the workshop do you believe were most
helpful in this regard?
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c) Arter you leave here, do you think anything you learned
today will affect your relationships with people in general
If so, how?

2. a) As a result of this workshop, do you see anything or any
situations in your life differently now? If so, what?
Please be as specific as possible as to what
you see differently and how.

b) Which elements of the workshop do you believe caused
these changes?

3. a). Does your body feel any differently from when vou first
arrived as a result or tnis workshop? ir so. in wnat way(s)
Please be specific.

4.

Do you feel you have been validated and/or empowered as a
result of the workshop? If so, how? Please be specific.
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5.
learned'today?d° y°“ thlnK 'S th® m°St lmportant thln9 you

Any Additional Comments?
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APPENDIX B
Workshop Handouts
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LAUGH PROFILE ®
NAME:_
JOB:_
1. GIGGLE-MAKERS IN MY LIFE
(people who make me laugh)

2. PEOPLE I MAKE LAUGH

3. SAFE PEOPLE/SUPPORT PEOPLE

4. THINGS I LAUGH AT

5. FUN THINGS TO DO

6. THUMB PRINT or EPITAPH...how
you want to be remembered:
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“NO ONE'S NORMAL"
ords & Music by PETER ALSOP, MOOSE STOOL MUSIC, COPYRIGHT 1985,
from the *Wellin World story "You Are Special"

CHORUS
NO ONE'S NORMAL, YOU KNOW THAT
EVRYONE'S A LITTLE BATS !
NO ONE'S NORMAL, LOOK AND SEE
WE'RE ALL A LITTLE CRA-ZY!
YOU THINK YOU KNOW SOMEBODY WHO'S
COMPLETELY NORMAL THROUGH AND THROUGH
THEY'RE HIDING ALL THEIR CRAZY STUFF
YOU JUST DON'T KNOW THEM WELL ENOUGH

*For information on this and other book/tape
sets from the Wellin series, contact:
Peter Alsop.P.O. Box 960,
Topanga, CA 90290
(213)455-2318

SARAH CLIPS HER FINGERNAILS, SAVES THEM IN A LITTLE BOX
TALKS T0 WHALES. N'ALISON WEARS PLASTIC SOCKS'
HECTOR LIKES BEAN CURD AND SARDINES
EATS'EM WHEN THERE'S NO ONE THERE ’
SUSAN SLEEPS OUT IN THE GARDEN, TONY WILL NOT COMB HIS HAIR.
ARTHUR HAS TO HAVE 12 CRACKERS, EVRYTIME, NO MORE, NO LESS
r5r-L?VE5 THE QREEN BAY PACKERS, BILLY JOE PREFERS A DRESS
CHARLENE THINKS HER KNEES LOOK UGLY, WENDALL'S NOSE IS ALWAYS SORE
DINO S PANTS FIT HIM TOO SNUGLY, MIKE EATS POPCORN OFF THE FLOOR
REPEAT CHORUS

YOU KNOW YOU'RE SPECIAL DOWN INSIDE
BUT THERE'S SOME THINGS YOU'VE LEARNED TO HIDE
FROM ALL THE OTHER PEOPLE WHO ARE HIDING SPECIAL THINGS FROM YOU.
MEGAN BURPS FROM GINGER ALE, GUIDO LIKES TO SUCK ON SOAP
FRANKLIN ISA TATTLETALE, RACHEL KNOWS YOUR HOROSCOPE
JACKIE BREATHES WITH HER MOUTH OPEN, SAM'S ALLERGIC TO CLEAN CLOTHES
DONNA WANTS TO BE THE POPE, AND SANFORD ALWAYS PICKS HIS NOSE!
WALTER SWEATS WHEN HE DRINKS WATER, MARY JO BLINKS ALL THE TIME
ANN WILL HUG YOU FOR A QUARTER, MATT WILL KISS YOU FOR A DIME
TANYA'S LEG WILL NOT RELAX, HEATHER HAS NO LITTLE TOE
HOWARD'S EARS ARE FULL OF WAX. N'ANDY ATE SOME YELLOW SNOW!
ANGELA ACTS RICH AND SNOOTY, PHYLLIS IS THE TEACHER'S PET
MORRIS ALWAYS DOES HIS DUTY, GRETTA SCREAMS WHEN SHE GETS WET
BARRY BUILT SOME GIANT SPEAKERS, NOW HE DOESN'T HEAR TOO WELL
OLIVE SLEEPS IN HER OLD SNEAKERS, SHE CLAIMS THAT HER FEET DON'T SMELL.
REPEAT CHORUS

I LOVE THE SPECIAL WAYS WE ARE
SO STRANGE AND DIFFERENT, SO BIZARRE
I'M GLAD THERE'S NO ONE ELSE LIKE ME
'CAUSE ONE'S ENOUGH, DON'T YOU AGREE?
REPEAT CHORUS

Jallaaa Martian, M. Ed.
47 Graaby Hdfbu
Graaby, MA 01033
413-407-31*7
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1 WANNA TRY it

FmmfK
*1S°P'
1987 i-ccce SchC'*’
From tho Pte top Album: -SWybr Over. McoVe ic'i7£2 1
Peter Alsop. Box 960, Topanga. CA 90290
oe*lCr

,cur.

CHORUS:

I wanna try it! I wanna try it!
Give me a chance to learn
I wanna try it! I wanna try it! It's my turn!
My Dad bought a toy for me,
He opened up the box
He read directions, set it up,
Then he broke it while I watched! Not again, Dad! CHORUS
My grandma said she'd teach me how to
Bake a cake with her.
But she did everything herself,
And she’d only let me stir! Awww Grandma! CHORUS
Sometimes I do jigsaw puzzles
All spread out on the floor
My Mom comes, finds all the pieces
Then it's no fun no more! Yeah,
My sister says that math is easy,
She says "It's really fun!"
She helped me with my homework problems,
But she finished every one! That's okay, but... CHORUS
I'm too young, or I'm too little, or
l‘m not strong enough!
What I am is "tired of watching"
You guys do my stuff! Yeah,
I already watched you do it!
An’ I sat patiently
I know I can do it now,
C'mon and hand it over to me!

CHORUS
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APPENDIX C
Published Newspaper Articles
About Empathic Humor Workshops
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Yuck It Up:
It’s Good For You
Play Doh. bubbles, red balloons, bubble
gum. Tootsie pops, a blue punching ball,
and the “I Lu«c to Laugh" cune inom the
Walt Disney film ‘Mary Poppins"
recently circulated in a Lincoln Campus
Center room occupied by about 40 Uni¬
versity staff. It was not a day care cen¬
ter. It was a workshop organized by the
University’s Staff Training and Devel¬
opment Office. The good-humored com¬
ics who led the workshop, titled “More
Fun. Humor, and Jov in Your Life and
Work." were Ted Sk>vin. associate direc
tor of the Center for Counseling and
Academic Development, and his side*
kicks Juliann Martinez and Tom Zinc,
both doctoral students here.
"We are going to have a good time."
said Slovm at the sun of the workshop,
and 'hopefully you will come away with
some good ideas." The point of the
worksnop. said Slovm. was to lee! free
and gu with the How Apparently it
worked. Mid-wav into the workshop, one
participant said that the headache she
had arrived with had disappeared.
Zinc said that "stationary jogging or
laughing is a healing process. It shakes
everything and releases the tension."
Laughter is good for you. according to a
University of Wisconsin health brochure
written by Cynthia Scott. She writes
that laughter exercises the lungs bv
stimulating (he circulatory system:
exercises your breathing muscles;
increases oxygen in the blood: and gives
a workout to the chest, abdomen, and
face. During hearty laughter, even the
legs and arms get a workout. And when
laughter subcodes, the pulse rate drops
below normal, and the skeletal muscles
Iwuime deeply relaxed.
Your ~Lei*urc Right*"
One of the biggest problems people seem
to have with having a good time is look¬
ing a little foolish. "If we had fun in the
office, they might fire us." said one
woman, when asked why she had come
to the workshop. A man in the audience
had a similar reaction to office pressure
when he said. "After six years at the
University. I need a goud laugh." Perhap* the answer to their problem is in

to be playful: the nght for self-

Oscar the Grouch singing The Groucn
Anthem in which Oscar sings praises
to hit nghi to be a grouch
For some peoole laughing is not a
problem, but remembering a |Oke is
Skwm suggested lhai oiien thecnntrxi
o< a joke changes, so that retelling a jour
or a storv is tunny only if vou are in in*nght location at the ngtu time Zinc
added that the important pan it that
’tong alter we torget what was said we
remember the laughter " For those who
want to remember tones, it was »ug
gested that thrs write oui the juke and
practice it.

expression: and the nght to be childlike.
"You are not responsible lor other
people s reactions to you.” said Martinez,
who then related a story about her
mother, who doses the windows when
Martinez goes home for a visit because
the neighbors might overhear her hearty
voice. Slovm added. "If you worn' aoout
what other people think you look like,
you are going to misa out on a lot of fun
in life." To illustrate the point of being
true to yourself. Zinc, a songwnter and
penormer. sang two children s songs —
"No One’s Normal" by Peter Alsap and
"Good Enough for Me" by Zinc himself
—getting the audience to join in singing
with him on the choruses. After the
song, one individual said. "My kids
think I’m crazy. Why can’t I have a good
time?"

The workshop ended with Tom Zir* *
leading a meditation created bv auihm
An net i r Goal heart The meduaiMm v_an
hr done bv anvooe. anywhere Breathe
in »!owl> When vou exhale, breath mil a
quiet "ha." Breathe in again, and when
vou exhale ihe next time, add a lew
slightly louder ha ha V The laughing
meditation is over, when vou an* laugh
ing uproanousls

Laughing Along
Skivin. Martinez, and Zmc ail agreed
that a very important pan of laughing is
to make crnain that you are laughing
with someone and not at them: humor
should be seif-reflective or connective,
not the put-down variety or disconnec¬
tive. "If it becomes obvious that you
have hun someone by what.you say."
said Maninez. "sav I’m sorry " Another

The three coordinators of the workshoo
walked around handing people in each

participant noted that people often
reflect what is around them. She said.
"If you come across people who shout at

group more tennis balls. Soon there were
balls flying all over the room because
people could not catch them and throw
them awav last enough.
After the game Slovin remarked how
people just took the ball: "No one said it
is not m my job description." One par
dopant said. "1 had three balls come at
me at unce.'.’.and Martinez noted the
experience as an analogue to trying to
juggle a particularly heavy workload
She said (hat we just keep doing as
much work as we can as best we can.
although (here mav be really lou much
for us to da Another said. "We ve got to
stop this game We’re not doing it nght."
although there was no correct wav to
play the game, just as there often is no
one way to do a certain usk.

you. talk softly to them." and eventually
they will talk softly to you.
To add humor to your environment,
vou have to find what you consider
funny and surround vourself with it.
Martinez said that peoole who enjoy
their work are more productive. One
person in the group suggested, far
instance, that vou can put some snap,
crackle, and pop into your work situa¬
tion by putting to use the bubble paper
that arrives in the mail from time to
time (the kind that is used for packings
place n on the floor and roll your chair
over it.
Juggling Too Many Bails?

the handout covering the seven 'leisure

In one of the manv games played during
the workshop, people were given a ten¬
nis ball to throw at a specially destg

asxrtive rights Those individual
rights are: the right to do nothing: the
nght to procrastinate. the nght to hr
uncertain: the nght to be alone: the nght

naied person in a circle of six The
thrower would sav the catcher s name
and throw the ball Then the catcher
would throw the ball to another catcher
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Remembering It
"We are not saying let's all smile all the
time." noted Zink, because it start*, in
hun " He explained (hat you can be
depressed and still keep a humoruu>
attitude This idea was demonsiraied bv
a (ape recording of Sesame street s

‘Trick Your Brain’

Laughter? Cure-All
For Stress Buildup
By Mary Beth McCarthy
Of tlx Telegram suit

Laughter l« Relaxing

01TVE got to bnng back
the kid in yourself, said Juliann Martinez.
This doctoral candidate
and teaching assistant at
the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst appears to practice just what
she preaches.
In opening her recent seminar, "Hu¬
mor for Survival," at the Worcester
Jewish Community Center, Ms. Mar¬
tinez pranced around the room in her
sneakered feet much like a child who'd
just been let out for recess on the first
day of spnng.
"You've got to use humor to cope
with your life," she stressed. "My
mother used to tell me that it wasn't
ladylike to be ’nutty,’" she recalled,
"but I’m Peter Pan," she said with a
big gnn.
“I laugh loud and my mother used to
tell me that boys didn't like that - it
wasn't ladylike," she admitted with a
big guffaw. "Maybe she was right I’m
not married!” But full of fun and
smiles she is. And her fun-'n'-games
tactics seemed to be just about as con¬
tagious as the measles, judging from
nods of agreement in her audience of
about 20 women.
One of her first audience-participa¬
tion activities designed to replace
stress with humor had all the women
standing in a “fighter's stance" and
holding their fisted hands up in front
She urged them to imagine a green, sli¬
my monster hanging on their backs.
The monster could be anything or any¬
one getting them down. On a count of
three, the women were instructed to
yell a karate-type HHAAAAA. while
pulling both arms back at once —
trying to dislodge the monster, as it
were.
If the HHAAAA didn't work, she
urged them to scream GET OFF MY
BACK while pulling the arms back and
forth in a thrusting motion. The ex¬
ercise, though it appeared somewhat
strange, brought smiles from the par¬
ticipants.
A senes of other audience-participa¬
tion exercises followed, bnnging more
and more giggles from the women. Ms.
Martinez's suggestions to "bnng back
the kid in you” seemed to be working,
much to her delight. She paired up the
women for a two-minute, one-on-one
talk, urging them to really listen —
and not interrupt.
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After the talk, one participant said
she thought it was a nice way to find
out about each other in a short time.
Another women, a self-professed inter¬
rupter. said, “I listened ... but it was SO
hard for me just to listen!"
Laughter is not only fun, it’s good for
you, Ms. Martinez says. "It makes your
heart pump blood-really quickly and
your body gets completely relaxed."
You don't even have to laugh — some¬
times a smile works just as well. "You
may look goofy (when you smile while
alone in your car, for example) but
smiling does relieve tension," she add¬
ed.
Ms. Martinez, although giving the
appearance of a devil-may-care wom¬
an. has had a wide and varied life since
1964 when she took a job as a creative
secretary for a New York advertising
firm. Since that time, some of her jobs
include: television producer, research¬
er for NBC newsman John Chancellor
during the Watergate episode, publicist
for television performers, teaching as¬
sociate and assistant residence direc¬
tor.

Do Woman Laugh?
The women were advised by Ms.
Martinez to look for humor in trying
circumstances. She recalled one of her
own personal trying moments as an ex¬
ample: “I lived in a dorm with 600 kids
— and it was very hard for me." she
admitted, "I didn't sleep for two
years!”
One sleepless night was caused by a
6-foot 5-inch student, Guido, who was
playing his stereo unbelievably loudly
(two floors above her room). She said
she went to his room and screamed at
him to "turn it down." His reply: T
can't hear you. the stereo is too loud!”
That answer, coupled with a serious
request for help in making a toga for
an upcoming party, changed her angryscreams to laughter. "I let my eyes see
that he was being cute," she said.
Don’t women laugh much anymore?
One member of the audience said
she felt that “women have become so
intense that they are losing the capaci¬
ty to laugh at themselves. Nobody gig¬
gles anymore." she said rather sadly.
An older woman in the audience put in
her two-cents worth. "Giggling is deli¬
cious,” she said with obvious relish.

Ms. Martinez recommends you
"tnck your brain” into doing opposite
things to relieve stress — such as
throwing your arms up in the air mucn
as you would if you were pleased with
something — but yelling, “I'm de¬
pressed." Even if you were depressed,
you d have to smirk at the ridiculous¬
ness of the exercise.
Another crowd-pleaser was intro¬
duced when Ms. Martinez asked any¬
one in the audience who was feeling
"down" to come to the front. A few
women tentatively joined her, and
much to their delight, received a
"standing ovation” from the remain¬
der of the audience. Ms. Martinez said.
"Everybody enjoys iL" She said that
often her students specifically ask for
an “ovation" when they re feeling
down.
Laughter is also a way out of embar¬
rassing events, Ms. Martinez says. She
laughed a lot while growing up — so
much, in fact, that she was often
threatened with, “I’ll wipe that smile
off your face."
One of her most embarrassing situa¬
tions came on a date with a "creepy
kid. "I had a glass of wine and was sit¬
ting in a big rocking chair." she re¬
called. She said that, even though he
was creepy, she was quite nervous and
rocked so hard that she. the wine and
the chair went over backwards. She
giggled as she remembered his at¬
tempts to help her. "He was half my
height and half my weight!"
Embarrassing situations don't disap¬
pear as you age. 43-vear-old Ms. Mar¬
tinez warned. "You don t turn 35 and it
ends." The audience once again mur¬
mured agreement. She asked the wom¬
en to recall some of their own experi¬
ences.
One woman told how a school princi¬
pal took her to her first assistant
teaching job and said. "Miss Smith. I d
like you to meet Miss Jones. To which
the embarrassed student said "Nice to
meet you. Miss Smith (her own name).
Another woman, with a pnm British
accent, said her first embarrassing
moment in this country happened on a
tennis court. "I walked onto the court
and said. Let's knock up' (the 3ntish
equivalent of beginning the gamei.'
The hour-long seminar drew to a
close with Ms. Martinez’s "Wonderful
Circle" game in which the audience,
arms entwined, takes tiny steps around
a circle - stopping only to air their
comments on the program. One wom¬
an seemed to hit the proverbial nail on
the head with her closing statement:
"You re funnier than Woody Allen.
Another woman said. "I got out of a
sick bed to come ... and now I feel bet
ter.”
.
Laughter really must be the best
medicine.
The seminar was part of a three-dav
women s symposium. Issues and Im¬
ages," sponsored by the center.
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APPENDIX D
Letters of Praise and Evaluations
for Empathic Humor Workshops
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STATE OF VERMONT
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
MONTPELIER

03602-2703

July 15,

Juliann Martinez
47 Granby Heights
Granby, Massachusetts

1988

01033

Dear Juliann:
Thank you so much for your magnificent contribution to
Mountainside Wellness Conference.
I know you felt the excitement
and enthusiasm touched off by your presentation.
I'm glad you
were able to stay and participate in the conference Tuesday
night.
I have enclosed a summary of the evaluations for each of
your presentations.
Enclosed is a check from the Vermont
Superintendent's Association for your honorarium and expenses.
I hope you are having a good summer with some time for fun
and relaxation for you and I hope you enjoyed Mountainside as
much as we all enjoyed you.
Sincerely

Sara Simpson for the Mountainside
Wellness Planning Team

/lc
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m-^nemnside wellness ccnfekence
JUNE 20-24, 1988
EVAIUATICN

NAME OF KEYNOTE;

Humor S, Laughter

NAME OF FRESQ7EER:

Jullann Martinez

2
scale fra* 1 (lowest) - 5 (highest) please circle your response
to the following statements in regard to this presentation.
response

his presentation had value as a learning experience for me. 1:

2

This presentation was interesting and enjoyable for me.

Hie presenter was knowledgeable and effective.

2^

j/ ^

9

10

Q’ (p © G) (lp!>

® © © ©Cljjb
3

4

5

Hie presentation was well organized.

Hie rccsn set up and equipment were appropriate for this
presentation.

Outdoors—great day!
Very nice to be outside!
My overall rating of this presentation is

Additional cements:

@>
I

2

<2> (S
3

4

•=>

Juliann Martinez -

"Humor & Laughter"

Great job.
Yes!

Better & better1

Lots of

fun.

Great stuff.
Fun fun

fun!

This should have been a 2

1/2 hour session!

Great!

Very entertaining & beneficial.
Crazy lady - I
Wonderful!

loved itl

Thanks

for reminding me it's OK not to be perfect!

Thank you!
Excellent!

(8)

'

Enj°yed it - lots of enthusiasm - generated - met new people enjoyed the activities - will be fun to use with students!
Loved
the reierence for the music - tape.
Wish she could have had more time - she had more to give us,
to her!
She was great!

(4)

Time between segments very important - took away
Julie's enthusiasm is contagious.
hard to hear at times.
I got some good ideas
in the classroom.
I

& us

from workshop.

Great job.

Nice to be outside though.

for promoting humor &

cooperative behavior

loved her.

How much does

she cost?

Can she move in with me?

An excellent presentation!!!
This was terrific - should have been allotted much more time!!
She is wonderful!!
Was wonderful
Great!

Great!

Excellent!
Great!! !

- not long enough!

Please have her back.

Great!

Best yet.
I wish I was

in the afternoon session.
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Juliann Martinez
Great!

Funny!!!

Superb!

(2)

(cont.)

Needs more time.
Wonderful!

(4)

Wonderful fun!
Outstanding - should have been speaker for opening day!
Outstanding.
Super!

(5)

(3)

I loved it.
wonderful.

I am going to try some of it in class.

Juliann is

Fantastic.
Good warm up,
colleagues.
Super lady!

ice breaking activities for school/fellow

Thank you.

Tough to top!!

- should have been opening keynote address.

More!
Should have longer time!

Excellent!

Excellent & stimulating!!.
Selection of games,

good voice,

outside!!!

Julie Ann should have been your first speaker of the conference
super!
Fabulous!
She is totally fantastic - superb wonderful.
Just great we need much more of this.
S'OK!
Superb!

She's excellent!!

What a change from yesterday!

Great ideas & easy to utilize.
Excellent - she has a lot to offer.
We needed this.
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Juliann Martinez
Great!

(cont.)

Good messages!

Bravo more time next year please.
Great!

I

loved it!

Great!

New ideas were creative.

What a motivation.
Wonderful!

Wonderful!

Wonderful!

Beyond words!1

Enjoyable, relaxing, fun and all of that makes you stop and think
about how you related to yourself & others.
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m&m &imi weeks*
mUBTI. 5J3i 03431
Juliann Martinez
47 Granby Heights
Granby, MA 01033

August 22,1988

Dear Juliann:
Forgive me for not writing before this with the letter that you asked for, but as you said it was ok
o wa!t bl the end of the summer, I did! I am glad that I wrote some notes immediately after the workshop you
did tor us in May, as on rereading my words, I was eloquent. Yet I cannot take credit for that eloquence,
as you were the inspiration for the words themselves. Let me just quote from the notes I took then, as they
express more the gist of the feelings at the time immediately after you were here:
You speak from your soul, from a place of wisdom, depth and clarity, a place that is joyous as well as
deeply hurting. And in sharing yourself so openly, you cannot help to touch that joy in others-and the
hurt in us all. You model so well our own humanity; you do it with a graceful humility, a sense of honesty,
directness, and an appropriate sense of humor. I think the word 'appropriate' is important; you are willing
to laugh at yourself and with others and to share in the ridiculous without ridiculing.
Fantastic energy...balance of serious, profound and silly.
I looked back at the song sheets and thought “how stupid" to sing those songs. Yet, at the same time, it
didn’t feel stupid (well, maybe a little) and at the time “it fit” with whatever message you were trying to get
across.
You have a wonderful knack for teaching a message without your students knowing that they have been
taught.
You skim over “heavy” issues allowing the memory of your words to echo in my soul-yet I cannot always
remember what you know, just know that I feel better because of whatever it was that you said.
And sometimes your little “gems” stick, and I can remember the exact words that give me permission to be
ME and to struggle towards feeling good about that me. That you struggle me in my struggle."
That was what I wrote last spring.
It was also personally very special for me to see how you have packaged the concepts and
application of the “Education of the Self class. From my days at U Mass in the early 1970’s I remember
the many Ed Self classes that I took with “the pro’s". Your package was as smooth and as effective as
any I experienced.
On a more personal note...I started back to work today after having the summer off to be a MOM
and play with my kids and veg out in the hot hot sun. It was a great summer, and I am not ready to go back
to work. The little kid inside is yelling, “I don’t wanna go to schooll" But here I am, and you are a piece of
unfinished business from last May. Anyway, I hope you are well. Give me a call if you need a shot in the
arm, or come on up for a giggle or a swim in a magical lake.
Best to you,

Judith Putzel, Ed.D.
Assistant Director
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Follow-Up Interview from Pilot Workshop
on Overall Effects

N.Qtgg frQtn Phone Interview with Supervisor
from SW Vei-mpnt Medical Center

Overall feeling?

At Work.: Sent memo of list of balloon reframes out after a few weeks...wanted to wait
until they had some time for the joy of the workshop to wear off. When people saw me in
the hall, they did “get off my back”...did their “name and motion” sign. Most people
posted those personal balloon reframes on their on bulletin boards...normally they don’t do
things like that; stuff like that usually doesn’t happen.

At Home:

My two-year old getting worse by the day...it’s made me try to slow down

with him for a little while. Instead of being impatient., [I’m] being more patient. It takes
him longer to come up the stairs than I’d like, but now I let him do it at his pace. This new
habit came out of the workshop because you made the point...’’you may be six feet under
tomorrow,” which I interpreted as 1) so what if you are late for work, what does it really
matter in the end anyway as long as your job doesn't suffer; and 2) make the most of the
moments that you have.

At Work:: What workshop has done at work is provide excellent team building skills.
Every one of the people who took part in the workshop... I have no problems in asking

any of them for help. Everyone is now tremendously supportive and I feel that connection
and they feel it too.

Anything going on in hospital as far as different way of interacting?
Right now, we’re trying to bring the nursing staff together with the non-nursing staff;
putting guest relations people and nurses together like actors on a stage. All other ancillary
services [are like] the lighting crew and stage crew to the whole operation. Without them
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nurses couldn't perform, so we’re trying to bring them and the nurses together. This is our
new theme, and your workshop fit right in....each of us brings our own uniqueness to the
total group.

Any new insights about self and/or others?
Yeah...sometimes I'm too serious, so now I take the time to be playful. My husband's
jealous; wants to go to one of your workshops. It’s made me laugh more with him. I take
more time for humor now....relax more. I used to get tense even when cleaning...now my
priorities have shifted.

Any changes in communication skills?
I see a perception change in the different the way I react to things. For instance, the
workshop made me consciously think about anything I say to Jamie [her 2 yr old]. Only
problem with a one-shot deal for three hours with you is we need continuity, we need
another shot. Once is not enough; we have a long way to go.

Any Other Issues You Feel Were Addressed?
Being in control.: Lots of people who feel that they aren't now know they are or can be. I
liked the way you talked about not being able to change things in the past and but able to
think about things that you can change in the future.
Play: I’m not uncomfortable, but some of the people who took part in the workshop are
traditionally uncomfortable, but played anyway.
Overall Theme:

I can only do what I can do...it’s something as basic as that, but

something people need to be constantly reminded of. Though there’s a million stress
reducing workshops, yours is about something totally different. Basic stuff, people bury
it. They let circumstances get in the way of their seeing things clearly and forget that they
do have some control and can make a difference.
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